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Abstract and Keywords

Between 1872 and 1890, William James developed an evolutionary account of phenome
nal consciousness. He contended that consciousness enables the active evaluation of 
what is in (or might be in) one’s environment. James hypothesized that this evaluative ca
pacity was selected (in the Darwinian sense) because it regulated the behavior of verte
brates with highly articulated brains. His hypothesis was intended to explain some sur
prising results in physiology, particularly a series of experiments purporting to show pur
posive behavior in (of all things) decapitated frogs. This chapter reconstructs and evalu
ates James’s evolutionary hypothesis, showing how it would explain those surprising ex
periments. His account requires interactionist dualism, so he also developed what would 
become an influential objection to epiphenomenalism: that the latter cannot explain the 
evolution of our natively patterned, phenomenal pleasures and pains.

Keywords: William James, phenomenal consciousness, evaluation, evolution of consciousness, adaptation, purpo
sive behavior, epiphenomenalism, interactionism, behavior regulation

Introduction
William James offered an evolutionary-psychological account of phenomenal conscious
ness. In his view, consciousness enables the active evaluation of what is in (or might be 
in) one’s environment. James hypothesized that this evaluative capacity was selected (in 
the Darwinian sense) because it “regulated” (ECR 1875, 303; PP 1890, 147) the behavior 
of creatures with highly articulated brains.

James’s work on consciousness is substantively interesting in that he offers us a well-de
veloped alternative to more familiar, naturalistic accounts available today. But his work is 
also methodologically interesting in that he did not develop, and did not intend to devel
op, what contemporary philosophers of mind are often seeking: a direct explanation of 
first-person conscious experience. He did not try to deduce the existence or nature of 
consciousness from another set of facts—he did not, that is, treat consciousness itself as 
an explanandum.1 In fact, James regarded as perniciously metaphysical what we now call 
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the “hard problem” of explaining why this brain state produces a conscious experience 
with that kind of qualitative feel.2

Instead, what he sought to explain was a set of results in experimental physiology con
cerning apparently purposive behavior in, of all things, live decapitated frogs. These re
sults were hotly debated in his day, and James thought them puzzling from an evolution
ary-biological standpoint specifically. Thus, he did not offer a direct proof of his hypothe
sis about consciousness; instead, he (abductively) recommended the hypothesis because 
it would help explain an evolutionary puzzle about physiology. My aim in this chapter is to 
evaluate James’s account of consciousness by showing how it would explain the physio
logical results he found puzzling.

The most important source for James’s early, interactionist-dualist account of conscious
ness is a Mind essay entitled “Are We Automata?” (EPs 1879, 38–61).3 The article repre
sents the culmination of at least six years’ reflection on the place of consciousness in na
ture, for James, starting with an unpublished 1872 essay in which he had actually defend
ed epiphenomenalism.4 By the time he wrote two important book reviews in 1874 and 
1875, he seems to have reversed course, expressing sympathy for interactionism.5 And in 
November of 1878, he offered an extensive defense of interactionism in a six-part lecture 
series at the Lowell Institute, entitled “The Brain and the Mind,”6 the sixth installment of 
which would become “Are We Automata?”7 My central concern will be with this latter es
say, along with some physiological evidence James added to enrich his account in the 
1890 Principles of Psychology.

In a letter to Shadworth Hodgson composed two months after he published “Are We Au
tomata?” James wrote that this essay “was written against the swaggering dogmatism of 
certain medical materials [sic], good friends of mine, here and abroad. I wanted to show 
them how many empirical facts they had overlooked” (CWJ 1879, 5.44). In the second sec
tion, I will explore the vogue for epiphenomenalism against which James was reacting, 
along with some of the “empirical facts” mentioned in this letter, which were drawn large
ly from physiology. The third section reconstructs James’s evolutionary hypothesis and of
fers a further examination of experimental results his account was meant to explain.8 The 
fourth section briefly considers his Darwinian objection to epiphenomenalism.

A final caveat is in order. Although James would later claim that “consciousness,” as the 
term is normally used, names a “nonentity” (ERE 1904, 3) I do not believe he ever backed 
away from the view that consciousness in this other sense does exist. Still, it is enough in 
the present chapter to focus on James’s positive view of consciousness as he developed it 
in the earlier works just cited, from about 1872 to 1890. Consult Cooper (this volume) 
and (Klein 2020) for examinations of how such a view squares with James’s later “pure ex
perience” metaphysics.
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Epiphenomenalism and Physiology
Though James seems to have been the first to use the term “epiphenomenon” in its philo
sophical sense (PP 1890, 133, 139, 1186; see Robinson 2015), neither he nor his oppo
nents used the word “epiphenomenalism” in published work, typically employing the 
phrase “automaton theory” instead.9 For convenience, I will use this latter phrase inter
changeably with our more current “epiphenomenalism.”

Hodgson characterized such a view as asserting that “states of consciousness are not pro
duced by previous states of consciousness, but both are produced by the action of the 
brain” (Hodgson 1865, 278).10 Huxley would offer a famous metaphor: like the relation
ship between the sound of a steam whistle and an engine, conscious states are always 
products of bodily states, but conscious states never in turn make a causal difference to 
bodily states, according to epiphenomenalism (Huxley 1874/1894, 240). This view por
trays humans as automata in the sense that all behavior (indeed all bodily motion) is un
derstood to be a mechanistic product of prior bodily states, with no causal intervention 
from consciousness. Consciousness thereby becomes “a simple passenger in the voyage 
of life,” as James would put it, something “allowed to remain on board, but not to touch 
the helm or handle the rigging” (EPs 1879, 38).

Here is how James introduced the topic of epiphenomenalism in the 1879 piece:

The theory itself is an inevitable consequence of the extension of the notion of re
flex action to the higher nerve centres. Prof. Huxley starts from a decapitated frog 
which performs rational-seeming acts although probably it has no consciousness, 
and passing up to the hemispheres of man concludes that the rationality of their 
performances can owe nothing to the feelings that co-exist with it. This is the in
verse of Mr. Lewes’s procedure. He starts from the hemispheres, and finding their 
performances apparently guided by feeling concludes, when he comes to the 
spinal cord, that feeling though latent must still be there to make it act so rational
ly. Clearly such arguments as these may mutually eat each other up to all eternity. 
(EPs 1879, 39)

This is a curious passage—James portrayed the debate about epiphenomenalism as stem
ming from a controversy over decapitated frogs, a controversy that pitted Huxley against 
G. H. Lewes. Contending that their dispute had become stalemated, James went on to say 
he would adduce a set of “facts hitherto ignored in the discussion” which “wholly favors 
the efficacity of Consciousness” (EPs 1879, 40), a promise that resonates with the letter 
to Hodgson quoted earlier. But what do decapitated frogs have to do with epiphenomenal
ism?

James was referring to experiments on vertebrates that had been de-cerebrated in vari
ous ways, experiments that “occupied the attention of almost all physiologists who lived 
during the second half of the 19th century” (according to Fearing 1930/1964, 161).11 

Sometimes these animals were fully decapitated, and sometimes a more precise proce
dure called “pithing” was used (this is a technique in which experimentalists use a blunt 
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needle to destroy a creature’s brain in whole or in part, leaving the spinal cord intact; for 
a description, see Huxley 1872, 54–55). Physiologists pithed fish, birds, turtles, and dogs, 
but the common frog was the most popular vertebrate for this purpose (Fearing 

1930/1964, 166).

One aim of such experiments was to get a grip on which brain structures enabled which 
specific behaviors. For instance, Huxley reported that the cerebellum is necessary for 
jumping, since frogs that are pithed below12 this brain structure cannot jump (Huxley 

1870, 3–4).

The preoccupation with these animals was not simply due to an interest in correlating 
brain structures with physiological capacity, though. In an 1853 book, Eduard Pflüger had 
reported a particularly controversial experiment on pithed frogs. It seemed to establish 
that pithed frogs exhibit purposive behavior, even when they have been pithed at the bot
tom of the brain stem.13

The experiment involved dripping acid on the knee of a living, decapitated frog (Pflüger 

1853, 16). Such a frog reliably wipes the acid away, even though it lacks a brain. By itself, 
this result would not have been surprising—it was already well known that many verte
brates not only survive, but exhibit reflex action even after being decapitated, and the 
simple acid-dripping case seems but one such example.14 What surprised Pflüger’s read
ers is what happens when one amputates whatever foot the decapitated frog habitually 
uses for wiping away the acid. If the acid-wiping behavior were a mere reflex performed 
non-consciously, one might expect the amputated frog to wave its stump around helpless
ly in response to the irritant. But that is not what happens.

The amputated frog actually chooses another limb to try to wipe the acid away. Or if a 
suitable foreign surface is nearby, the frog may maneuver its body to wipe the irritated 
skin against the surface. If one accepts such choosing-behavior as an instance of purpo
siveness, and if one thinks purposiveness is a mark of consciousness, then one can infer 
from this experiment that the decapitated frog is somehow conscious. This is just the sort 
of view one finds in Lewes, Pflüger’s most visible British champion (e.g., at Lewes 1877, 
427–30).15

But Pflüger’s experiment created a curious theoretical dilemma. If such purposive behav
ior is a mark of consciousness, then the brain cannot be the sole organ that gives rise to 
conscious experience (because the brainless frog apparently acts with purpose). This is 
Pflüger and Lewes’s position—they argued that the spinal cord must also produce some 
measure of consciousness by itself (e.g., at Pflüger 1853, 123–26; Lewes 1859; 1859– 

1860, vol. II, ch. ix, sec. 3; 1873). On the other hand, if purposive behavior is not a mark 
of consciousness (as critics like Huxley had contended), then the way is open for regard
ing conscious experience as epiphenomenal. For, suppose one assumes brainless frogs ob
viously cannot be conscious even though they still seem to act with purpose. It follows 
that purposiveness alone cannot establish conscious control of behavior even in intact 
vertebrates—indeed, even in intact humans (Huxley 1874/1894, 222–226).
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But as the debate was then playing out, it turned on whether or not purposiveness was an 
acceptable mark of consciousness. And that was a question that had to be answered be
fore one could interpret any of these experiments, it seemed, and thus was not a question 
the experiments themselves could settle (Klein 2018). This is the apparent stalemate to 
which James was referring in the “decapitated frog” passage reproduced above.

James’s intervention in the debate worked like this. He rejected epiphenomenalism be
cause he thought it highly implausible that consciousness could have evolved through any 
known mechanism if epiphenomenalism were true (as we shall see later, in the fourth sec
tion). But he also rejected the Lewes/Pflüger contention that de-cerebrated vertebrates 
were fully conscious. James’s crucial insight was that although de-cerebrated vertebrates 
were in fact capable of purposive behavior, they differed from their cerebrated peers in a 
subtle way that suggested a lack of fully fledged consciousness: they were apparently un
able to evaluate. I now turned to James’s positive account.

James’s Evolutionary Account
There is no one passage that lays out James’s own explanation of the pithing results. But 
toward the end of “Are We Automata?” we get what comes close to a summary of his ar
gument:

We have found that the unaided action of the cerebral hemispheres would proba
bly be random and capricious; that the nerve-process likely to lead to the animal’s 
interests would not necessarily predominate at a given moment. On the other 
hand, we have found that an impartial consciousness is a nonentity, and that of the 
many items that ever occupy our mental stage Feeling always selects one as most 
congruous with the interests it has taken its stand upon. Collating these two re
sults, an inference is unavoidable. The “items” on the mental stage are the subjec
tive aspects of as many nerve-processes, and in emphasising the representations 
congruous with conscious interest and discouraging all others, may not Attention 
actually reinforce and inhibit the nerve-processes to which the representations 
severally correspond?

This of course is but a hypothetical statement of the verdict of direct personal feel
ing. … (EPs 1879, 52)

James suggests we should be surprised that vertebrates with healthy cerebral hemi
spheres in fact behave in ways “likely to lead to the animal’s interests.” To explain this ca
pacity for interested action, he makes what he characterizes as a “hypothetical state
ment”16 or an abductive “inference”: that consciousness (which always “selects” what ac
cords with the animal’s “interests”) may steer the animal to behave in profitable ways by 
“reinforc[ing]” and “inhibit[ing]” mechanical brain processes. Two pages later he makes 
clear that he means to be offering an adaptive explanation, explicitly suggesting that con
sciousness likely had a positive survival value (EPs 1879, 54).
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This passage does not give us James’s entire account of consciousness, but it does sug
gest at least the general structure of his reasoning. If we are willing to fill in some gaps 
by looking outside of “Are We Automata?”—in particular, to his treatment of relevant 
physiological material in the Principles—then we find something like the following line in 
James:

1. Intact, healthy vertebrates are capable of “prudent” behaviors.
2. (1) is a surprising fact that demands an explanation, since de-cerebrated verte
brates are incapable of prudence.
3. Phenomenological Claim: consciousness typically involves engaging in a (nonphys
ical) process of evaluation.
4. Quasi-Mechanistic Hypothesis: phenomenal consciousness produces prudent be
haviors by enabling evaluation.
5. Adaptive Hypothesis: phenomenal consciousness is an adaptation for producing 
prudent behavior.

As I unpack these steps in turn, I will offer textual bases for attributing each to James.

A word on the modal force of James’s argument is immediately called for. James did not 
offer (and did not intend to offer) reasons for thinking his brand of interactionism is nec
essarily true. If my reading is roughly accurate, James’s argument was fundamentally em
pirical—he was proposing a hypothesis for accounting for some surprising physiological 
observations, not offering conceptual reasons for thinking interactionism must be right. 
And as we will see in the penultimate section of this paper, his attack on epiphenomenal
ism also was not purely conceptual—he did not take himself to have shown automaton 
theory to be incoherent, but rather empirically implausible.

Also, we will see that James’s interactionism only does explanatory work in steps 4 and 5, 
where consciousness is part of the explanans, not the explanandum. As I have already 
suggested, James is not explaining consciousness itself. He is suggesting that if a particu
lar form of interactionist dualism were true, it would explain the surprising physiological 
results identified in step 1.

Step 1: Intact, Healthy Vertebrates Are Capable of “Prudent” Behav
iors

Let us begin with this term “prudence.” I draw the term from a passage in the Principles 

where James was fleshing out the notion of stable, profitable behavior. He wrote that “no 
animal without” cerebral hemispheres “can deliberate, pause, postpone, nicely weigh one 
motive against another, or compare. Prudence, in a word, is for such a creature an impos
sible virtue” (PP 1890, 33, my italics).

As James used the concept, genuinely prudent behavior has two components. First, it in
volves making choices of a robustly purposive cast (something Pflüger’s frogs can do). 
And second, it involves making those choices by considering information other than what 
is directly presented by sensory stimuli at the time of choosing (something Pflüger’s frogs 
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Figure 1.  Diagram of a frog brain, with a summary of 
the effects of removing various structures (from 
Brunton 1898, 227).

cannot do). The debate over epiphenomenalism had largely relied on the first component 
as a mark of consciousness; one of James’s key (albeit rarely noticed) innovations was the 
addition of the second. I will take each component in turn.

First, consider the faux, purposeless brand of “choice” a magnet might be said to make 
when it attracts iron but not brass filings (an example considered at James 1879, 8.n). 
The magnet’s “choice” is produced by what James called a “vis a tergo,” or a force from 
behind. The magnet happens to achieve some end, but only accidentally—only because of 
causal factors that determine its course of actions without anything like consideration of 
where those actions might lead.

In contrast, suppose one submerges a frog in water, and then traps it under a glass bell 
when it tries to surface. The frog “will not … perpetually press his nose against its un
yielding roof, but will restlessly explore the neighborhood until by re-descending again he 
has discovered a path round its brim to the goal of his desires” (PP 1890, 20). The frog’s 

end is achieved by what James called a “vis a fronte”—a force operating, so to speak, 
from the front. Unlike in the magnet case, there is an “ideal purpose presiding over the 
[frog’s] activity from its outset and soliciting or drawing it into being” (PP 1890, 21). Thus 
James defined vis a fronte choosing as “[t]he pursuance of future ends and the choice of 
means for their attainment” (PP 1890, 21). One necessary component of prudent behavior 
is the exercising of vis a fronte choice—that is, the agent must be capable of trying differ
ent means to achieve an end she has in view.

But one more condition must be met as well. For James explicitly noted that de-cerebrat
ed frogs often exhibit such vis a fronte choosing, as Pflüger had clearly established in his 
acid-drip experiment. Indeed, James noted that Goltz had shown something even more 
startling, that the task of escaping the inverted glass bell when emerging for air can also 
be performed by a de-cerebrated frog (PP 1890, 22).17 So here is where we find James’s 
distinctive intervention into the Huxley-Lewes debate. James contended that the capacity 
for vis a fronte choosing is necessary, but not sufficient, for the kind of prudence one only 
finds in vertebrates with intact cerebral hemispheres. Such prudence also involves a ca
pacity to make choices that are not prompted by present sensory stimuli, he held, resting 
this second claim on a collection of pithing results I will now examine.18

As physiologists had become more adept at pithing, their awareness of which specific 
brain structures were responsible for which behaviors blossomed. Figure 1 gives a 
schematic diagram of a frog’s brain from the era, along with a description of what behav
iors are lost when each structure is knocked out through pithing.
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What is most important for James’s account of consciousness is what happens when the 
cut is made just below the cerebral hemispheres. In such cases, “an unpractised observ
er” might fail to notice anything unusual in the animal. A de-cerebrated frog can react to 

present stimuli largely in the way an intact frog reacts. It can even exhibit vis a fronte 

choice, e.g., managing to navigate by sight around obstacles, as Goltz (1869, 65) had 
shown. But what a de-cerebrated frog typically does not do, crucially, is initiate any gen
uine behavior that is not incited by some sensory stimulus.

Thus Goltz’s de-cerebrated frog moves reflexively toward a light source, even hopping 
around a book placed in its path. But in this case the light source acts as a stimulus. With
out any such sensory incitement, the frog will simply sit, noiseless and motionless. James 
saw the de-cerebrated frog’s quiescence as evidence of an inability to consider anything 
but what is directly presented in sensation.

James offered an example to help crystalize his point about this second requirement for 
prudence:

If I step aside on seeing a rattlesnake, from considering how dangerous an animal 
he is, the mental materials which constitute my prudential reflection are images 
more or less vivid of the movement of his head, of a sudden pain in my leg, of a 
state of terror, a swelling of the limb, a chill, delirium, unconsciousness, etc., etc., 
and the ruin of my hopes. But all these images are constructed out of my past ex
periences. They are reproductions of what I have felt or witnessed. They are, in 
short, remote sensations; and the difference between the hemisphereless animal 
and the whole one may be concisely expressed by saying that the one obeys ab
sent, the other only present, objects. (PP 1890, 32; original italics)

This example of what James here calls “prudential reflection” is construed in terms of a 
special kind of vis a fronte choice, one that specifically employs remembered, and not 
merely presented, stimuli. It is not a choice between two presented objects, but a choice 
made partly by considering “absent” (remembered) objects. This capacity to consider ab
sent objects is the second component of the sort of prudence James thought was distinc
tive to vertebrates with intact cerebral hemispheres.19

Now the word “prudence” did not appear in “Are We Automata?” But the concept is pre
figured in that article nonetheless:

The addition of the cerebral hemispheres immediately introduces a certain incal
culableness into the result, and this incalculableness attains its maximum with the 
relatively enormous brain-convolutions of man. In the beheaded frog the legs 
twitch as fatally when we touch the skin with acid as do a jumping-jack’s when we 
pull the string. … Even if all the centres above the cord except the cerebral hemi
spheres are left in place, the machine-like regularity of the animal’s response is 
hardly less striking. … If I pinch [a de-cerebrated frog] … under the arm-pits, he 
will croak once for each pinch; if I throw him into water, he will swim until I touch 
his hands with a stick, when he will immediately stop. Over a frog with an entire 
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brain, the physiologist has no such power. The signal may be given, but ideas, 
emotions or caprices will be aroused instead of the fatal motor reply, and whether 
the animal will leap, croak, sink or swim or swell up without moving, is impossible 
to predict. In a man’s brain the utterly remote and unforeseen courses of action to 
which a given impression on the senses may give rise, is too notorious to need il
lustration. (EPs 1879, 41–42)

Again, we see James contrasting the de-cerebrated frog, which reacts with “machine-like 
regularity” to stimuli, with intact vertebrates, which act from “remote and unforeseen” 
considerations. This is just the second condition of prudence that we have been dis
cussing.

It may seem as though James believed the introduction of the hemispheres somehow 
broke apart the strict causal determinism that might be thought to govern a purely physi
cal being. So before moving on, we must ask whether James was rejecting the very idea 
of a fully mechanistic physiology.

The answer is no, at least if one takes any physiological program that aims at lawlike gen
eralizations about animal activity to count as mechanistic. James’s interactionism would 
obviously violate a stronger form of mechanistic methodology according to which only 

physical mechanisms can appear in the explanans. But he saw his interactionism as fully 
compatible with a weaker form of mechanistic physiology.

One can see this in an 1879 letter to the psychologist J. J. Putnam. “Are We Automata?” 
had just been published:

… I did not pretend in my article to say that when things happen by the intermedi
ation of consciousness they do not happen by law. The dynamic feelings which the 
nerve processes give rise to, and which enter in consciousness into comparison 
with each other and are selected, may in every instance be fatally selected. All 
that my article claims is that this additional stratum which complicates the chain 
of cause and effect also gives it determinations not identical with those which 
would result if it were left out. If a hydraulic ram be interposed on a water-course, 
a pendulum and escapement on a wheel-work the results are altered but still obey 
the laws of cause and effect. Free-will is in short, no necessary corollary of giving 
causality to consciousness. (CWJ 5.34)

James held that mental causes may permissibly appear in a strictly deterministic causal 
chain, and so appealing to consciousness need not undermine the goal of validating law
like generalizations in physiology. However, James did not take consciousness to be a 
physical phenomenon, as we shall see in step 3, so again his interactionism obviously 
would violate the stronger form of mechanism mentioned earlier, a form of mechanism 
that Huxley himself perhaps favored (Greenwood 2010, 277).

There is evidence in the Principles that James saw the science of physiology as rightly 
aiming to model all bodily motion in terms of reflex action, by the way: “[t]he conception 
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of all action as conforming to this type [‘reflex action’] is the fundamental conception of 
modern nerve-physiology” (PP 1890, 35). So it seems that James did advocate a weakly 
mechanistic methodology for physiology, and apparently saw his own view of conscious
ness as compatible with this approach.20

Step 2: (1) Is a Surprising Fact That Demands an Explanation, Since 
De-cerebrated Vertebrates Are Incapable of Prudence

Why did James think we should be surprised that vertebrates with cerebral hemispheres 
exhibit behavioral prudence? Put simply, the answer is that vertebrates that lack cerebral 
hemispheres only exhibit “hair-trigger” (EPs 1879, 43) responses to stimuli. For example, 
we have seen that a pinch under the de-cerebrated frog’s armpits produces a croak “as 
fatally … as do a jumping-jack’s when we pull the string” (EPs 1879, 41).

So again, even though such frogs are capable of vis a fronte choosing, their behavior is 
characterized by a distinctive quiescence—by an apparent inability to act in response to 
anything but immediately presented stimuli. Goltz had reported that a de-cerebrated frog 
will sit in a warm bath with slowly increasing temperature even until it is killed by the 
heat (Danziger 1980, 100); and James takes this kind of case to show that de-cerebrated 
frogs have a diminished capacity for spontaneous action, action not directly generated by 
presented stimuli.

The discovery that the cerebellum is crucial for jumping prompts the question of just how 
the cerebellum accomplishes this trick. Similarly, James is suggesting that the hemi
spheres are crucial for enabling spontaneous action—the outward manifestation of the 
second aspect of prudence. What is apparently needed is an explanation of how they do 
this—of how the hemispheres help produce genuine prudence.

Step 3. Phenomenological Claim: Consciousness Typically Involves 
Engaging in a (Nonphysical) Process of Evaluation

James is going to propose that the hemispheres give rise to consciousness, and that con
sciousness in turn is a key factor in producing behavioral prudence. To start to under
stand his proposal, we first have to explore some phenomenological considerations he of
fered.

James claimed that where we find consciousness, we typically find unrelenting evalua
tion, and vice versa—where we find genuine evaluation, we typically find consciousness 
(EPs 1879, 46–51). He made this claim largely on the basis of introspection, further argu
ing that genuine evaluation cannot itself be a physical process, and that therefore con
sciousness cannot be physical either. Hence we get the main assertion of step 3.

Let us first consider James’s claim that wherever we find consciousness we find evalua
tion.
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Looking back then over this review we see that the mind is at every stage a the
atre of simultaneous possibilities. Consciousness consists in the comparison of 
these with each other, the selection of some, and the suppression of the rest by the 
reinforcing and inhibiting agency of Attention. The highest and most elaborated 
mental products are filtered from the data chosen by the faculty next beneath out 
of the mass offered by the faculty below that, which mass in turn was sifted from a 
still larger amount of yet simpler material, and so on. (EPs 1879, 51, my italics)

The italicized claim is quite strong. It suggests that one is phenomenally consciousness in 
virtue of comparing “simultaneous possibilities” and continually using attention to select 
some for the basis of action. Suppose one allows this kind of selective attending to vari
ous possibilities, and perhaps to various aspects of the sensed environment, to amount to 
a form of evaluation (more on this point later). Then James’s claim seems to be that 
“[c]onsciousness consists in” evaluating.

There are other passages that suggest a weaker connection between phenomenal con
sciousness and evaluation, though:

There are a great many things which consciousness is in a passive and receptive 
way by its cognitive and registrative powers. But there is one thing which it does, 
suâ sponte, and which seems an original peculiarity of its own; and that is, always 
to choose out of the manifold experiences present to it at a given time some one 
for particular accentuation, and to ignore the rest. (EPs 1879, 46)

Here, James might be read as claiming that active choosing is typical of, but not essential 
to, consciousness. Evaluation is the only thing conscious states21 do “suâ sponte”—of 
their own accord22—but they are also capable of passively registering a stimulus, accord
ing to this passage. So does James think we are conscious in virtue of evaluating, or not?

What James had in mind, I suggest, was that phenomenal consciousness is not essentially 

evaluative in any metaphysical sense, but that consciousness is normally evaluative, and 
indeed has evaluation as a proper etiological function.23 This claim is compatible with the 
occurrence of the occasional conscious state that is not engaged in evaluation.24

Now, the important passage I have been discussing from (EPs 1879, 51) mentions “selec
tion” and “comparison,” but I have glossed these expressions as indicating a form of eval
uation, which might seem stronger. Did James in fact think “selection” and “comparison” 
really amounted to a kind of evaluation? The answer is yes, and we can see this in nearby 
passages:

Good involves the notion of less good, necessitates comparison, and for a drop of 
water either to compare its present state with an absent state or to compare its to
tal self with a drop of wine, would involve a process not commonly thought of as 
physical. Comparison requires a tertium quid, a locus—call it what you will—in 
which the two outward existences may meet on equal terms. This forum is what is 
known as a consciousness. (EPs 1879, 43, my underline)
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Consciousness involves a “comparison” between items, and here James construes this 
sort of comparison as issuing in distinctions between the “good” and “less good.” As he 
would put it in the Principles, “consciousness” establishes value by “decree” (PP 1890, 
144). Thus consciousness “evaluates” in the sense of actively imposing divisions between 
the more and less valuable onto the environment, for James. It would seem that evalua
tion can involve a comparison either between different things presented simultaneously 
in the environment or, crucially, between what is presented and “an absent state,” as 
when I contemplate jumping over the snake I see or turning around and planning some 
other route through the woods.

The underlined sentence gives an important clue about why James held that an evaluat
ing consciousness must be non-physical. What does the work, for James, is a tacit princi
ple to the effect that value relations (better and worse, more or less important, and so on) 
are not physical relations.25 Elaborating on this central idea, he wrote that better and 

worse in no way “pre-exist” a “consciousness [that] only discerns them” (EPs 1879, 46). 
Instead, consciousness

in declaring … superiority … simply creates what previous to its fiat had no exis
tence. The judge makes the law while announcing it: if the judge be a maggot, the 
suicide’s brain will be best; if a king, the chancellor’s. (EPs 1879, 45)

So, consciousness creates “by fiat” distinctions between “good” and “less good,” and in 
that sense makes law. This is the process I am calling “evaluation.”26 But consciousness 
also enforces law in the sense of carrying out bodily action based on the “good” and “less 
good” divisions it itself has declared. Different consciousnesses (like the maggot’s as com
pared with the king’s) will harbor different interests, which is to say that each might as
sess the value of environmental conditions and possibilities—and then act on those condi
tions and possibilities—differently.27

In short, James apparently held that to be phenomenally conscious of some object o 
(whether o is presented in an occurrent sensation or represented in memory) with re
spect to a background b (whether b is presented in an occurrent sensation or represented 
in memory) typically involves valuing o with respect to b. To value means (1) to create an 
evaluation according to which o deserves more attention than b, and (2) to attend to o 
and ignore b (or make b peripheral) accordingly. As James would argue in the 1880 “Feel
ing of Effort” (reprinted in EPs), attending to o will then naturally trigger some bodily re
sponse or other, all things being equal (Klein forthcoming, ch. 5).

This neat formula undoubtedly puts James’s position more abstractly than he would have 
liked, so perhaps it is better simply to say that for James, phenomenal consciousness typi
cally involves valuing.
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Step 4. Quasi-Mechanistic Hypothesis: Phenomenal Consciousness 
Produces Prudent Behaviors by Enabling Evaluation

We can see a happy synergy now between step 3 and the two that preceded it. If James is 
right that healthy, intact vertebrates exhibit a surprising ability to behave with prudence, 
and if we accept his claim that phenomenal consciousness typically involves evaluation, 
then it is natural to entertain the following hypothesis. Perhaps consciousness is what 
produces the cerebrated vertebrate’s prudent choices, and perhaps it does so precisely by 
enabling evaluation.

We can get some purchase on the process James envisioned by briefly examining how the 
hemispheres might provide a locus for the supposed causal link between non-physical 
consciousness and prudent behavioral patterns. He gives evidence that in humans at 
least, the hemispheres alone produce consciousness (PP 1890, 74). He also argues that 
the hemispheres play a key causal role in producing tendencies to react to physical stim
uli in habitual (PP 1890, 112) or instinctive (PP 1890, 32) ways, not all of which actually 
benefit the organism.28 He was proposing that consciousness then selects which of these 
temptations, if any, to act on or to perceptually focus on.

Sometimes this selection might involve foregrounding and backgrounding various aspects 
of the “blooming, buzzing confusion” that our sense-organs constantly register; and some
times this selection might involve picking which of several reaction-temptations to actual
ize given a particular stimulus. Either way, Jamesean consciousness acts as a kind of filter 

or gate on our barrage of sensory stimulation, channeling an organism’s active responses 
in prudent directions.29

I see no indication that James took himself to have directly proved that consciousness en
ables prudence. Recall the passage quoted earlier: this is a “hypothetical statement” only. 
Together with the adaptive claim I shall consider next, this statement is being recom
mended because it would help explain the physiological surprise we discussed in steps 1 
and 2.

Step 5. Adaptive Hypothesis: Phenomenal Consciousness Is an Adap
tation for Producing Prudent Behaviors

We can now see why James would suspect consciousness to be an adaptation.30 Prudent 
behavior would likely help an organism survive and reproduce, and if he is right that con
sciousness is what produces this behavioral trait, then it stands to reason that conscious
ness might originally have proliferated because it produced this helpful behavior. In other 
words, it stands to reason that consciousness is an adaptation for producing prudence.

We can anchor this last step in the text. First, it is clear that James thinks consciousness 
itself is an adaptation (in the Darwinian sense), a trait that produces differential repro
ductive success by producing prudence:
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[G]ive to consciousness the power of exerting a constant pressure in the direction 
of survival, and give to the organism the power of growing to the modes in which 
consciousness has trained it, and the number of stray shots31 is immensely re
duced, and the time proportionally shortened for Evolution. It is, in fact, hard to 
see how without an effective superintending ideal the evolution of so unstable an 
organ as the mammalian cerebrum can have proceeded at all. (EPs 1879, 54)

James was suggesting that if consciousness has physical efficacy, then it might evolve as 
just one more, functional part of an organism’s Bauplan (very loosely construed). And this 
passage need not be read in a Lamarckian fashion, by the way.32 He may simply mean 
that the organism grows to fit consciousness in the way that eyelids grow to fit eyeballs— 

in other words, the sense of “growing” here would be phylogenetic, not ontogenetic. In
deed, this fits with James’s claim that consciousness “has been slowly evolved in the ani
mal series, and resembles in this all organs that have a use” (EPs 1879, 40–41).

The next question is why James expected prudence to have survival value. We get a hint in 
the earlier suggestion that the cerebrum is an inherently “unstable … organ.” James ex
pected there to be an evolutionary trade-off between perceptual acuity and behavioral 
stability, and thus that a more articulated brain should simply produce a more varied, but 
less stable, array of perceptual reactions. He described nature’s “dilemma” this way:

[A] high brain may do many things, and may do each of them at a very slight hint. 
But its hair-trigger organization makes of it a happy-go-lucky, hit-or-miss affair. It 
is as likely to do the crazy as the sane thing at any given moment. A low brain 
does few things, and in doing them perfectly forfeits all other use. The perfor
mances of a high brain are like dice thrown for ever on a table. Unless they be 
loaded, what chance is there that the highest number will turn up oftener than the 
lowest? (EPs 1879, 43)

James associated prudence with behavioral regulation—with the ability to stabilize the su
perabundance of “hair-trigger” behaviors that might otherwise result from a highly artic
ulated cerebrum.33 As I read him, James thinks that a creature with a capacity for pru
dence is adaptively better off because it is better able to regulate its own behavior.

Let me illustrate the trade-off James envisioned between perceptual acuity and behav
ioral stability. On the one hand, some organisms survive and reproduce in relatively sim
ple environments. For instance, yeast is a single-celled organism that metabolizes organic 
compounds in its environment. A yeast cell floating in a solution relatively homogenous 
with respect to nutrients has a limited need for either mobility or perceptual acuity—it 
can simply float free, taking up whatever nutrients happen to come into contact with its 
cell wall.34

But contrast this to the case of a field mouse that, let us suppose, eats a leaf whose char
acteristic pattern is mimicked by the skin of a local snake. If these mice react automati
cally and reflexively to occurrent stimuli—much like the armpit pinch elicits a croak with
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out fail in the de-cerebrated frog—the mice might too quickly pursue every leaf-like color 
pattern they see, sometimes falling prey to the snake’s mimicry.35

In other words, mice must have a capacity to react to a wide range of stimuli if they are 
to avoid predators and hunt for food. But if they respond instantly and unfailingly to every 
stimulus, they will go off half-cocked, so to speak, at every suggestion. In contrast, an or
ganism perceptually attuned to a narrower band of stimuli might react “infallibly and cer
tainly,” but only at the cost of not being able to handle much environmental complexity, 
James would say (EPs 1879, 42–43). In short, James thought one would expect verte
brates with complex cerebral hemispheres simply to show ever more varied behavioral 
capacities, but to show increasing behavioral instability as well.

So we arrive at the second of James’s conjectures. Suppose that the hemispheres give 
rise to an evaluating consciousness. Suppose such a consciousness in turn enables pru
dent behavior—that is, purposive behavior that takes account of remote sensations (like 
the mouse considering what would happen if it jumped at the color pattern). This kind of 
prudence would amount to a form of behavior regulation that might have a positive sur
vival value, particularly for creatures with high perceptual acuity. Hence consciousness 
may have proliferated among ancestral vertebrates in virtue of performing this kind of 
regulating function, James was proposing—in virtue, that is, of enabling prudence.

Against Epiphenomenalism
We have just seen that James developed an interactionist conception of consciousness 
that would explain some puzzling physiological experiments. Thus his defense of his own 
interactionism has the form of an argument to the best explanation. Such arguments can 
be strengthened by demonstrating that competing explanations of the same phenomenon 
are likely to be false. And that is exactly what James did—he strengthened his case by 
providing independent reasons for rejecting Huxley-style epiphenomenalism.

It is useful to distinguish two related objections James raised. I will call the first objection 
“broad” and the second “narrow.” The broad objection targets the notion that any con
scious states could have been shaped by selection if epiphenomenalism were true. The 
narrow objection targets the notion that epiphenomenal pleasures and pains associated 
with “fundamental vital processes” could have been shaped by selection. The latter issue 
is now the more widely discussed.36

Here is the broad objection. Automaton theory depicts consciousness as something that 
could make no causal difference to an organism’s behavior. But then consciousness 
“would be useless” from an evolutionary standpoint, in that it could not itself have con
tributed to any animal’s reproductive success, and so could not have evolved via natural 
selection (EPs 1879, 41; also see PP 1890, 142).

The usual epiphenomenalist response (especially more recently; see, e.g., Jackson 1982) 
has been to speculate that consciousness could be an evolutionary by-product—a “span
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drel” in the sense of Gould and Lewontin (1979)—rather than a trait that has been direct
ly selected. As I read his narrow objection, however, James already forestalled this re
sponse by pointing to specific aspects of our conscious experience that bear hallmarks of 
natural selection’s handiwork.37 The particular band of experience in question is a sub-set 
of our phenomenal pleasures and pains—those associated with our “fundamental vital 
processes,” as we shall see.

In “Are We Automata?,” after considering some of the evidence concerning pithed verte
brates we have just discussed, James writes that there is “yet another set of facts which 
seem explicable on the supposition that consciousness has causal efficacy” and not explic
able by epiphenomenalism (EPs 1879, 55; PP 1890, 146). The facts in question concern 
the link we typically find between what phenomenally feels good or bad and what physi
cally benefits or harms us. He writes:

It is a well-known fact that pleasures are generally associated with beneficial, 
pains with detrimental, experiences. All the fundamental vital processes illustrate 
this law. … An animal that should take pleasure in a feeling of suffocation would, if 
that pleasure were efficacious enough to make him immerse his head in water, en
joy a longevity of four or five minutes. But if pleasures and pains have no efficacy, 
one does not see … why the most noxious acts, such as burning, might not give 
thrills of delight, and the most necessary ones, such as breathing, cause agony. 
(PP 1890, 146–147, italics original)38

Consider a sub-set of our phenomenal pleasures and pains—namely, those that natively go 
along with “fundamental vital processes.” James’s examples of vital pains include the ex
periences of being burnt, suffocated, or physically injured; his examples of vital pleasures 
include eating, drinking, and resting. Epiphenomenalists accept that these life-essential, 
phenomenal pleasures and pains are effects of the beneficial and harmful brain states 
with which they are natively associated. But epiphenomenalists cannot consistently say 
that they are adapted effects of those beneficial and harmful brain states. In other words, 
if epiphenomenalism were true, there can have been no selection pressure on any of the 
underlying bodily states to produce the particular, life-essential phenomenal pleasures 
and pains with which they are associated. This is because if epiphenomenalism were true, 
such pleasures and pains could have no “efficacy” and so (recall James’s broad objection) 
could have made no difference to reproductive success.

But these phenomenal pleasures and pains have three features that do suggest that they 
were shaped by selection, for James: they are natively patterned39 (they have a character
istic “distribution,” he says); those patterns are systematically linked with underlying 
bodily states (this is the “well-known fact”); and the patterns are “universal” among hu
mans. James concludes that epiphenomenalism cannot make sense of how our native dis
tribution of life-essential, phenomenal pleasures and pains (with their systematic connec
tions to underlying bodily states) could have evolved.
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Concluding Remarks
James wrote such colorful descriptions of experience that he has earned a reputation as 
more poetic than empirical. But his literary flair can distract contemporary readers from 
the fertile, scientific context of his actual research.

I have argued that James sought to explain differences between the observed behaviors of 
intact versus pithed vertebrates, differences that had been recorded in a series of contro
versial experiments by Pflüger, Lewes, Goltz, and others. James suggested that what 
pithed vertebrates really lacked was a capacity for prudent behavior. He hypothesized 
that if the hemispheres give rise to phenomenal consciousness, and if consciousness is 
fundamentally an evaluating agency, then it would make sense of how intact vertebrates 
(but not their de-cerebrated peers) achieve prudent behavior. He further contended that 
since prudent behavior is stable behavior, and stable behavior might have positive sur
vival value, consciousness might be an adaptation for this kind of behavior regulation.

James’s hypothesis relied on an intriguing observation about an aspect of phenomenal 
consciousness that is rarely emphasized in contemporary discussions: when one is phe
nomenally conscious, James contended, one is continuously evaluating what is in one’s en
vironment, typically. In effect, he suggested that consciousness evolved as an appraisal 
system that helped our ancestors sift through the “blooming, buzzing confusion” of envi
ronmental details with which our perceptual apparatus puts us in touch.

In James’s view, Huxley-style epiphenomenalism was the main rival to some form of inter
actionism like his own. But James argued that epiphenomenalism is likely false because it 
cannot give a satisfactory evolutionary explanation of phenomenal pleasures and pains.

So, James developed an account according to which evaluating is the proper etiological 
function of phenomenal consciousness. And he supported his account by arguing that it 
provided the best available explanation of some surprising experimental results in physi
ology.40
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Notes:

(1.) The idea that consciousness needs to be “explained” has been central in recent phi
losophy of mind (e.g., see Chalmers 1997, 9). Even those who are suspicious of the “hard 
problem” see consciousness as a proper explanandum, and the debate nowadays tends to 
focus on what kinds of things can serve as explanantia (e.g., see Dennett 2001, Car
ruthers 2001). For analyses of various senses in which people have sought to “explain” 
consciousness, see Van Gulick (1995), Carruthers (1998).

(2.) James says the science of mind should not try to explain “how or why” conscious 
states and brain states “hang indubitably together,” but should only attempt to document 
an “empirical parallelism” between the two, and to do so “provisional[ly].” This way “our 
psychology will remain positivistic and non-metaphysical…” (PP 1890, 182).
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(3.) Parts of the essay were later used in chapters five and nine of James’s opus, The Prin
ciples of Psychology (1890).

(4.) The essay can be found at (MEN 1872, 247–256). For a recollection of the aims of this 
essay, see James’s letter to C. A. Strong (October 21, 1889), quoted in Perry (1935, II.26).

(5.) See his 1874 review of William Carpenter’s Principles of Mental Physiology (esp. ECR 
274) and his review of Wundt’s Grundzüge der physiologischen Psychologie the following 
year (esp. ECR 303). I thank Trevor Pearce for calling my attention to these reviews.

(6.) What remains of this manuscript can be found at ML (16–43). Perry suggests James’s 
lectures at Johns Hopkins in February of 1878 were similar to his Lowell series, citing a 
letter from Francis J. Child (who had hosted James during his stay in Baltimore) to the ef
fect that the final Hopkins lecture had “offered reasons for not accepting the theory that 
we are automatons unreservedly” (RBP 1935, II.27). The documents that survive of that 
lecture series are also incomplete (see ML 3–15).

(7.) See letter to Augustus Lowell, January 23, 1879, at CWJ (5.37).

(8.) There is surprisingly little literature on James’s early defense of interactionism. For 
instance, this is one of the few major issues in James’s writing barely touched on in the 
otherwise exhaustive Myers 1986 (see 54–58 for his brief discussion). Perry’s chapter on 
the topic (Perry 1935, II.ch. 53) offers some revealing documentary evidence but is short 
on critical analysis. There is an idiosyncratic essay in the 1950s that mistakenly (see the 
1879 letter quoted below, from CWJ 5.34) runs automatism together with determinism 
(Capek 1954, esp. 274–276). Two more recent essays (Flanagan 1997, Reck 1972) are 
both concerned to reconcile James’s early interactionist dualism with what he would later 
call his “philosophy of pure experience” (or what Russell termed “neutral monism”). As 
such, neither author makes much effort to unpack James’s actual evidence for interac
tionism—Flanagan simply says James rejected epiphenomenalism on “‘common-sensical’ 
grounds” (Flanagan 1997, 31), and Reck makes a similar claim (Reck 1972, 29). James did 
regard interactionism as in accord with “common sense” (e.g., at PP 1890, 139), but as 
we shall see he thought his view also accorded with extensive empirical evidence. Finally, 
there is a more recent literature on epiphenomenalism, some of which takes up one of 
James’s key objections to this position (see fn. 36, later), but none of which considers 
James’s own positive view.

(9.) Indeed, James’s usage is the first cited by the Oxford English Dictionary. I note that at 
PP 1890 (133) James actually puts “epiphenomenon” in quotation marks, seeming to at
tribute the term to (Hodgson 1865), but I cannot find Hodgson using the term himself. In 
contrast, at (VRE 1902, 390), James attributed the term to Clifford. He presumably had in 
mind Clifford (1874/1886), but the word does not appear there, or anywhere else in 
Clifford’s writings I can find. The OED cites a primary, older usage of the word that 
comes from medicine, and dates to the early eighteenth century. In medicine an “epiphe
nomenon” is a secondary symptom of an underlying condition, such as a fever caused by 
an infection. James had completed his physiology training in Harvard’s medical school 
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and was presumably adapting this medical usage in his discussion of consciousness. Fi
nally, James actually did use “epiphenomenalism” in an unpublished notebook, dated 
1903–1904 (MEN 52).

(10.) Hodgson articulated this view in 1865 (see Hodgson 1865, I.278 ff.), and James quot
ed from this work (at PP 1890, 133). But Hodgson only actually espoused the view himself 
in Hodgson 1870 (I.416 ff.).

(11.) I discuss these experiments at length in Klein 2018.

(12.) The frog brain was often depicted as a set of sub-structures connected serially, 
through the brain stem, to the spinal cord. For a diagram from the era, consult figure 1, 
later.

(13.) Pflüger says the frogs used in the experiment I describe in the text were pithed be
low the medulla oblongata (Pflüger 1853, 18).

(14.) James writes that reflex actions are “the result of outward discharges from the ner
vous centres” when “these outward discharges are themselves the result of impressions 
from the external world, carried in along one or another of our sensory nerves” (WTB 
1897, 91). A standard example would be wincing at an object moving toward the eye.

(15.) For an overview of Lewes’s life and intellectual work, see Price 2014.

(16.) By calling his view a hypothetical statement of “direct personal feeling,” he did not 
mean that the evidence for his hypothesis was personal feeling, but rather that he was of
fering a scientifically credible hypothesis that agrees with personal feeling (a point he 
made with some frequency; see earlier, fn. 8). This is clear from the sentence following 
the passage I quote in the text: “But the intricate analysis by which it [viz., James’s own 
hypothesis] has been reached gives it great plausibility” (EPs 1879, 52). The “intricate 
analysis” is not a simple appeal to common sense, but the physiological and evolutionary 
considerations I am analyzing here in the present section.

(17.) James did not give a citation, but he presumably had in mind Goltz 1869 (70).

(18.) James was especially indebted to Goltz for the point that, despite their remarkable 
capacity for coordinated action, de-cerebrated frogs rarely act at all unless prompted by 
some overt stimulus. See Danziger 1980 (99–100) for a brief discussion, and for more on 
the controversy surrounding the pithing results generally, see Klein 2018 (897–898).

(19.) Let me emphasize that Jamesean prudence is not to be taken as an exclusively sub
jective concept. Both components of prudence involve objective, behavioral phenomena. 
Thus, James cashes out acting on considerations of what is absent as something observ
able in the intact frog, as when we find it “impossible to predict” (for this phrase, see im
mediately following) a response to a stimulus. And the same goes for vis a fronte choosing 

—one can simply observe whether this capacity is present, e.g., in a frog emerging for air 
that tries various means to reach its obstructed goal.
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(20.) His subsequent work on will complicates this story somewhat, but I cannot explore 
this issue here. For more on how James’s accounts of consciousness and will fit together, 
see my (Klein Forthcoming).

(21.) I read James’s use of “consciousness” as shorthand for “conscious mental states.” 
James held that psychology should resist the urge to postulate a thinker somehow stand
ing behind our passing thoughts—the thinker just is the passing thought, for James (PP 
1890, 328). So like in much contemporary philosophy of mind, when James uses the noun 
form “consciousness,” this should be taken as shorthand for a property that only mental 
states (not whole creatures) can instantiate.

(22.) This phrase is usually used in connection with actions a court of law takes on its own 
accord, as opposed to actions it might take on motions brought by interested parties, as 
when a court by itself moves to dismiss a case (say, because of a lack of jurisdiction), 
rather than because an interested party has moved to dismiss.

(23.) On this terminology, see subsequent discussion, fn. 30.

(24.) A trait that enables x-ing need not always be involved in x-ing in order to be an 
adaptation for x-ing. For instance, spatial pattern separation (the ability to remember dis
tinct but similar spatial patterns) may be an adaptation for foraging (Mattson 2014, 5), 
even though we sometimes use this skill when not foraging (e.g., when playing various 
kinds of games). Similarly, consciousness could be an adaptation for evaluating, even 
though consciousness sometimes occurs without evaluation (perhaps in states of medita
tion, say). What is more, foraging is neither necessary nor sufficient for spatial pattern 
separation, obviously, even though the latter may still be an adaptation for the former; 
similarly, evaluation may be neither necessary nor sufficient for consciousness, even 
though the latter may still be an adaptation for the former.

(25.) In another memorable passage making a similar point, James wrote that an “electri
cal machine [n]ever get[s] restless because it can only emit sparks, and not hem pillow- 
cases like a sewing-machine” (PP 1890, 22). I take it the non-physicality of evaluation is 
James’s central reason for resisting any account that portrays consciousness as nothing 
but prudent behavior, by the way, which is a purely physical activity. For James, con
sciousness is non-physical, so it may cause, but cannot therefore be identical with, behav
ioral prudence.

(26.) James sometimes writes about selecting objects “suited” to one’s “private 
interests” (EPs 1879, 50).

(27.) It is not so much that all value is relative, for James held that every interest created 
by consciousness produces a prima facie demand to be satisfied (WTB 1897, 148). Delib
eration about value, for James, is not about figuring out what the right set of interests is. 
In some sense, every interest is “right,” and none absolutely overrides any other. He was 
particularly keen to deny a kind of flat-footed evolutionary ethics that claimed survival to 
be an absolutely overriding interest, a view he associated with Spencer (Klein 2016, sec. 
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3). Instead, James thought ethical deliberation is about sorting out conflicts that will in
evitably arise between the mutually incompatible interests different conscious creatures 
will create—as he put it, ethics is about choosing which “interest out of several equally 
coercive shall become supreme” (EPs 1879, 51). This idea prefigures “The Moral Philoso
pher and the Moral Life” (1891), where James offers a naturalistic account of ethical eval
uation in terms of the reconciliation of competing values. For discussions of James’s treat
ment of value, see chapters by Marchetti, Bush, Talisse, and Kloppenberg and Throntveit 
in the present volume.

(28.) James wrote that the “materialist,” or presumably anybody who denies the efficacy 
of consciousness, “is immediately confronted by the notorious fact that the strongest ten
dencies to automatic activity in the nerves often run most counter to the selective pres
sure of consciousness” (EPs 1879, 59).

(29.) Hence, “[c]onsciousness produces nothing, it only alters the proportions” (EPs 1879, 
52).

(30.) I will follow Lloyd and Gould’s definitions, according to which an adaptation is “a 
trait that has a direct proper (etiological) function.” They define a proper, etiological func
tion this way: “a trait has the function of x-ing, if x-ing increased fitness in recent evolu
tionary history … (over alternative, non-x-ing, versions of the trait), … increased fitness 
by x-ing, [and] explains the prevalence of the x-ing trait” (Lloyd and Gould 2017, 51).

(31.) The longer passage includes reference to “Mr. Darwin,” who “regards animated na
ture as a sort of table on which dice are continually being thrown. No intention presides 
over the throwing, but lucky numbers from time to time fortuitously turn up and are pre
served.” For more on the dice metaphor, see the passage from EPs 1879 (43) reproduced 
immediately below.

(32.) Consult Pearce, this volume, on James and the evolutionary biology of his day.

(33.) A similar suggestion can be found at ML 1878 (26).

(34.) James would have been familiar with this example, which I adapt from Spencer 1873 

(I.295), and which I discuss in another connection in Klein 2016 (4).

(35.) James considers the related example of fish like “cunners and sculpins” that are 
easy for humans to catch because they “lack … all thought by which to weigh the danger 
against the attractiveness of the bait” (PP 1890, 34).

(36.) Some recent literature that takes up James’s objection to epiphenomenalism in
cludes Robinson 2007, Corabi 2008, 2014, Robinson 2014. Another recent treatment is 
Wright 2015, which in some respects defends James’s perspective.

(37.) I develop this reading in detail in Klein (2019).

(38.) The passage also appears at EPs 1879 (55–56) with minimally different wording.
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(39.) By “native” I mean inheritable—I use the former term for linguistic convenience. 
The “distribution” of pleasures and pains at issue for James must be inheritable, since on
ly inheritable traits can evolve.

(40.) I would like to thank Gary Hatfield for commenting on this chapter, along with 
Trevor Pearce and Elisabeth Lloyd, who both commented on early versions. I gave por
tions of this chapter as part of a lecture series at École Normale Supérieure in Paris. I 
would like to thank Mathias Girel, CAPHÉS, Labex, and the Centre de Cavailles for host
ing me, and also the US-UK Fulbright Foundation for financial support during the 2016– 

2017 year when I was working out some of these ideas. That year I was in residence at 
the University of Sheffield, where conversations with Luca Barlassina and Jeremy Dun
ham particularly shaped the direction this research would eventually take.

Alexander Klein

Alexander Klein, Associate Professor of Philosophy, McMaster University
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