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The Psychology of Religion

THE “NEW PSYCHOLOGY" emerged during the 1890s amidst a complex reshuffling
of academic disciplines and medical specialties in Europe and the United States,
The story of its emergence, as recounted in psychology textbooks, typically begins
in Germany with Wilhelm Wundt and the founding of a laboratory for experimen-
tal psychological research in Leipzig in 1879. In his History of Experimental Psy-
chology ( , Edwin Boring credited James with recognizing “the significance
 new experimental physiological psychology” emanating from Germany. He
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partments ll}at included philosophy, psychology, and sometimes education ¢
Methodologically, turn-of-the-centy :

Sl ) _ 1y psychology of religion comes into focus
only if situated in relation to this distinctively American functional psychology
broadly interpreted to include James, Dewey, and ot i

' her lesser known figures, all of
whom were linked by an outlook that was simultaneously empirical, functionalist,
evolutionary, and pragmatic 7

Boring, as Eugene Taylor notes, left a great deal of the
out of his influential textbook. Among other things, he did not mention the contri-
butions of the French clinical tradition of experimental psychology or of the im-
pact of theories of the subconscious on developments in the United States. Nor,
as Taylor points out, did he give any clues as to “why experimental psychology
was equated with psychical research in the minds of the American public between
1880 and 1910.” The psychology that Boring describes as distinctively American
was not, as Taylor has cogently argued, simply a home-grown product, but must
viewed in relation to the French clinical tradition in experimental psychology
h Society for Psychical Research (SPR). Theoretically, the emergence
: psychology of religion makes little sense unless viewed in relation to the

ntal psychology of the subconscious.®
: ntrary to Wulff, that James in fact had both a particular
od and a specific theory and that the former cannot be understood apart
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James was allowed to teach his first purely
ppointment was formally changed from

: ring the 1890s, faculty taught courses in
experimental laboratory psychology, and comparative reli-

gions under the auspices of the philosophy department. Munsterberg took over
the teaching of experimental laboratory psychology from James when he was ap-
pointed in 1892, freeing James to teach courses in philosophy, philosophical psy-
chology, and psychopathology. James offered a course in the psychology of reli-
gion only once, in 1902 '

Starbuck took three psychology courses at Harvard, two with Munsterberg and
one with James. As there were no courses in the psychology of religion at that
time, he pursued what was to become his central interest outside of his course

rk. “The central guiding principle was that the study must deal primarily with

-hand religious experience of individuals, not so much with their theories
ligion as with their actual experiences” (emphasis in original). In order to
rst-hand experience, Starbuck developed a series of questionnaires on

n, the breaking of habits, and religious development, which he began

rsial
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Spencer's theory of social evolution

Man nature, a challenge that preoccu-
parted company with Bowne over the

“treated as superfluous or
develop a scientific psychology.” Soon
fter Coe was hired to teach philosophy at

Northwestern in 1891, he introduced a
urse in “physiological psychology” and established a psychological laboratory ¢
co‘éoe- like Starbuck, published an imp.

ortant empirical study of conversion in
ate 1890s, which was shortly thereafter incorporated into a book-length

oe’s article, an empirical study of the conversion experiences of 74 pre-
ntly Methodist college students (50 male and 24 female), appeared‘m
. years after Starbuck’s. Their books—Starbuck’s Psychology of Re"ligmn
e Spiritual Life—both appeared in 1900 and were frequently reviewed

leading examples of the new psychology of religion. Coe built

1.S., Coe pondered the challenge that Herber
posed for the religious understanding of hy
bied Bowne (and James). Coe ultimately
E;sue of empirical research. Bowne, in C

rsonal interviews, observation by Coe and others, in-
quaintances of the students, and, “in order to get at
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whom, it appears, there lies 2 suspicion of defective spirituality” (SL, 216-17)
This temperamental difference, Coe claimed, was what “distinguishf':s hol'mesé.
movements from the ordinary life of the churches. A holiness band or sect that
separates itself from the general life of the church is organized and held together
chiefly by temperamental affinities. . . 1t is no more possible for the generality
of Christians to attain the ecstasy or maintain the exalted serenity often proclaimed
as their privilege than it is for them all to fee] drawn toward the life of monks,
nuns, and hermits” (SL, 217).

Coe articulated a conclusion that was to become a commonplace in the psychol-
ogy of religion. In everyday language. it would find a place in (usually disparaging)
references to “emotional religion” and “emotional”

experiences, where what was
coded as “emotional” was the traditional sort of Methodist conversion experience.

Coe's use of the term “emotional” was evaluative rather than descriptive. As he
acknowledged, he used the word not to refer to the emotional coloring that ac-
companied all aspects of life, but to refer to what he took to be “feeling for its
own sake.” Thus, he says, “when we speak of emotional temperament, emotional
emotional religious meetings, and the like, what we really have in mind

is erely the abundance of emotion, but also the quality.” In analyzing the
hymns and prayer-meeting songs associated with Methodism, he was concerned
o identify those that promoted “introspection, subjectivity, [and] self-conscious-
, one hand, and those that promoted “practical activities and interests
19-21). When he described traditional Methodism

its alleged one-sided emphasis on subjective experi
ditional Methodist understandi
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he said, “is }imited to impersonal and abstract concepts which, as ideals, interest
and detenmn_e me, but do so but faintly in comparison with what a feeling of God
might effect, if I had one.” At most, he was willing to describe himself as having
a “mystical germ” of experience, the embryonic form but not the fully realized
thing. The key to his disclaimer lies, 1 think, in his sense of his own experience
as “impersonal and abstract” and thus as a faint version of what he took to be the
real “feeling of God.” This sense of distance was rooted, 1 suspect, in his own
ambivalence toward Christianity (and his father's Swedenborgianism). As he said
to Leuba: “I have grown so out of Christianity that entanglement therewith on the
art of a mystical utterance has to be abstracted from and overcome before 1 can
listen.™® This sense that the mystical utterance had to be abstracted and disentan-
gled from the tradition before it could “speak” to him points to the strategic alter-
native represented by the Varieties. Whereas Coe distanced himself from the tradi-
tional Methodist understanding of conversion altogether, James sought to abstract
what he took to be its mystical core in order that it might continue to engage him.

i teadinany number of ways. Here 1 interpret it
' f the mediating tradition between
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from other scientific studies of religion. These metaphysical presuppositions in-
formed his most important innovations in theory and methed in the siudy of
religion: his comparative method, his psychological theory of religious experience
and his distinction between the “science of religion” and “living religion.” ;

This reading of the Varieties proceeds in a more or less linear fashion attending
most closely to the preliminary material concerning his approach and method in

lectures 1-3, the theoretical material in lectures 8-10, 19-20, and the discussion
of living religion in lectures 20-21.

Method in the Science of Religion

James made it clear at the outset that his subjects would be persons of the sort
that have filled the pages of this book. He was interested, he said, in first-hand
experience, that is, in “the original experiences which were the pattern-setters”
ordinary religious believer.” He was interested, in other words, in “ ‘ge-

e religious line,” persons who, like other geniuses, have “often shown

rvous instability.” Perhaps more than other kinds of genius, he

| have been subject to abnormal psychical visitations.” He

tures of exalted emotional sensibility,” often subject to
 “obsessions and fixed ideas” and other evidences of

y they have fallen into trances, ice
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James devoted much of his first lecture (10-21) to a long digression designeq
10 assure his audience that “explaining [the] origin [of the soul’s secrets] woyq
[not] simultaneously explain away their significance” (17). In what Mark Micy]
has described as “the most thoroughgoing critique of the practice of rediagnosme
religious phenomena in neuropathological terms,” James argued that the “medf
cal materialists,” like religious dogmatists, took origins as their sole criterion of
truth. Where medical materials located the origins of religious phenomeng in
pathology (epilepsy, hysteria, hereditary degeneration, etc.), religious dogmatiss
located it in such things as immediate intuition, pontifical authority, supernatura]
revelation, direct possession, and automatic utterance. “The medical materialists
are therefore only so many belated dogmatists, neatly turning the tables on their
predecessors by using the criterion of origin in a destructive instead of an accred-
itive way. They are effective with their talk of pathological origins only so long as
supernatural origin is pleaded by the other side, and nothing but the argument
from origin is under discussion” (24).”

James’s little-noted discussion of his comparative method framed his excursus
on medical materialism. The primary locus of comparison for James was between
religious and nonreligious phenomena, including psychopathological ones. In
pursing the nature of the religious propensities in terms of their “history and
natural antecedents,” he said, “we cannot possibly ignore [the] pathological as-
pects of the subject. We must describe and name them just as if they occurred in

gious men.” To describe and name is, in effect, to classify, and doing so,
requires comparison. “The first thing the intellect does with

“ ith something else. . . . The next thing the intellect

s excursus on medical materialism and his ex-
g the explanation of origins with the “ex-

k up the question of why, if the
not its origins, he must “threaten

- render and sacrifice are

PSYCHOLOGY OF RELIGION
g 275

“SPCC@ cases of kir.]ds of human experience of much wider scope.” Whatever else
they might be by virtue 9f'b€m8 religious, he said, “religious melancholy . . . is at
any rate melancholy. Religious happiness is happiness. Religious trance is trance.”
Arg we not, he asked, more “likely to ascertain the distinctive significance of
religious melaflchf)ly and happiness, or of religious trances, . . . by comparing
them as consmenuously. as we can with other varieties of melancholy, happiness,
or trance, than by refusing to consider their place in any more general series, and
treating them a§ if they were outside of nature altogether?” (28). This, at any rate,
was the supposition he hoped his lectures would confirm. Indeed, he concluded
his first lecture with the statement that “the only novelty” he could imagine his
lectures to possess lay in the breadth of the phenomena “morbid or healthy” to
which he would compare the “religious phenomena . . . in order to understand
them better” (29).

In his second lecture, James circumscribed his topic by offering a definition of
religion and then formulated a preliminary answer to the second of his two ques-
tions. He began by rejecting an essentialist definition of religion, arguing that
there was no “simple abstract ‘religious emotion’ . . . present in every religious
experience without exception” (31). There was, in other words, no one elementary
religious emotion (or, he suspected, any one object or act), only a common store-
house of emotions (or objects or acts) upon which to draw. In the absence of such
an essence, and in keeping with his interest in examining “first-hand” religion, he
stipulated a definition that privileged “the feelings, acts, and experiences of individual
men in their solitude . . . in relation to whatever they may consider divine” and dis-
counted “second-hand” religion, i.e., institutions, ecclesiastical organizations, and
systematic theology (31-32, 34, emphasis in original). He understood the divine,
practically speaking, as extreme and unmistakable instances of a solemn, serious,
and tender attitude toward what a person holds to be the primal truth (34-40).

Next he turned to the meaning and significance of this attitude, which for
James, had to do with its function, i.e., what it did. He sought the function of a
religious attitude or experience much as he would seek the function of a bodily
organ, that is, by asking “after its most peculiar and characteristic sort of perfor-
mance.” James insisted that we must judge religious experiences by the “element
or quality in them which we can meet nowhere else” (44). He argued that the
“state of mind, known to religious men, but to no others” is one “in which the
will to assert ourselves and hold our own has been displaced by a willingness to
close our mouths and be as nothing in the floods and waterspouts of God.” In
such states of mind, “[t]he time for tension in our soul is over, and that of happy
relaxation, of calm deep breathing, of an eternal present, with no discordant future
to be anxious about, has arrived” (46). He claimed that this sort of happiness was
found “nowhere but in religion” (47). o piash

 Religions, he argued, encourage this attitude. In the religious life, he said, “sur-
’ positively espoused: even unnecessary givings-up are
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religion. Both presupposed that, behind the diversity of forms that it assumed,

religion (to quote Durkheim) “universally fulfil{s] the same functions.” They iden-
tified, of course, different origins and functions. Where Durkheim located the
origins or causes of religion in “collective realities” (ie. society), James located
them (as a psychologist) in individual realities (i.e., the subconscious). Where
Durkheim understood the function of religion in relation to the unification of
society (i.e., the obligations of the individual to the group), James undersiood the
function of religion in relation to the transformation of the self (i.e. the harmoni-
ous adjustment of the individual to an experienced, yet unseen, order). In each
case, their conclusions followed (circularly) from an appropriately chosen defini-
tion of religion. Thus, where James defined religion in terms of the individual's
relationship to what s/he considered divine, Durkheim defined religion in terms
f “a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things . . . which
unite into one single moral community called a church all those who adhere
to them.™ James defined religion in terms of the individual and discovered its
in the individual. Durkheim defined religion in terms of the
moral community called a church) and found its origin and fune-
35
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ther the development of the individual and the social evolution of the whole. As
we have seen, Pierre Janet viewed the healthy mind as unified and the dissociation
of consciousness as inherently pathological and thus always devolutionary. Myers,
by way of contrast, viewed the mind as multiplex. His understanding of the rela-
tionship between evolution and consciousness was consequently more complex.
As summarized by James:

The comerstone of l:us [Myers’s] conception was the fact that consciousness has no

the classic psychology is only an extract &om a larger total, being
0 do service in the adjustments of our physical organism to

¢ _'andpersomﬁ for this pamcular purpose,
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CONVERSION

Taken most generally, James understood conversion psychologically in terms of
a field theory of consciousness. In the field theory, the “mental field,” rather than
the “idea,” is the basic unit of mental life. Mental fields succeed one another and
in so doing constitute a stream of consciousness. Each field has a center or focus
and a margin. Objects of attention are clustered at the center and as the attention
shifts elsewhere they fade to the margin. The margin of the field is indeterminate
and “our whole past store of memories floats beyond this margin, ready at a touch
to come in; and the entire mass of residual powers, impulses, and knowledges
that constitute our empirical self stretches continuously beyond it” (188-89). In
terms of field theory, “To say that a man is ‘converted’ means, in these terms, that
religious ideas, previously peripheral in his consciousness, now take a central

subjects at least, there is _
' and margin, but an addi-
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incursions from beyond the margins. Thus, on the one hand, he indicated that
new research had made Carpenter’s older, purely physiological concept of “un-
conscious cerebration . . . almost certainly a misnomer, . . . better replaced by the
vaguer term ‘subconscious’ or ‘subliminal’ ” (170). A bit further on, he indicated
that “psychology, defining these forces as ‘subconscious,’ and speaking of their
effects as due to ‘incubation,” or ‘cerebration,’ implied that they do not transcend
the individual's personality” (174). Finally, in a note, he candidly confessed
“that there are occasional bursts into consciousness of results of which it is not
to easy to demonstrate any prolonged subconscious incubation.” These “bursts,”
he said, “would have to be ascribed either to a merely physiological nerve
storm, a ‘discharging lesion’ like that of epilepsy; or, in case it was useful and
rational, . . . to some more mystical or theological hypothesis” (152, n. 4). Al-
though he made this last remark to warn his readers that “subconscious incuba-
tion” would not be sufficient to account for all the facts, he pointed beyond its

insufficiency to two explanatory alternatives: a physiological nerve storm or a

more mystical hypothesis. That James did not simply retreat, as would virtually

all his psychological colleagues, back to the physiological explanation suggests

the role that his metaphysical choices played alongside, and indeed interwoven

with, his empirical observations and personal commitments. His decision to stick
“as far as possible to the more ‘scientific’ view” and to defer for the time being
“the question of its absolute sufficiency” reflected his interest in building a case

for the “subconscious” as a mediating term amenable to both secular psychologists
and '

ism was conceptually parallel to his understand-
cy to focus on the famous four marks
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James, the source of a whole variety of phenomena, including our dreams, mysti-
cal experiences, sensory and motor automatisms, hypnotic and hypnoid phenom-
ena, delusions and hysteria, and super-normal cognitions. “It is also the fountain-
head of much that feeds our religion. In persons deep in the religious life, as we
have not abundantly seen,—and this is my conclusion,—the door to this region
is unusually wide open” (380-81).

Having arrived at this conclusion, James began his last lecture by summarizing
the characteristics of the religious life (382-84). This summing up concluded
with his statement of the “common nucleus” of all religions, quoted above. It was
interrupted by a long excursus (383-397) on the distinction between the “science
of religion” and “living religion,” which 1 take up in the next section.” Having
established what he took to be the common nucleus of religion (400), he then
asked about “the objective ‘truth’ of its content” (401). This critical assessment,
he had already suggested, was the final task that a science of religion must per-

form, “in the light of other sciences and in that of general philosophy” (386).

It was at this point in the discussion that he introduced the “subconscious self”

as “the mediating term required” to fulfil the duty of “the science of religions . . .

to keep religion in connection with the rest of science” (402). He then proposed
his famous hypothesis:

Whatever it may be on its farther side, the ‘more’ with which in religious experience we
feel ourselves connected is on its hither side the subconscious continuation of our con-
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Living Religion

This analysis has so far left unaddressed the question of how far a science of
religion could go, in James’s view, toward answering his second question, i.e., the
question of the importance, meaning, or significance of religion. Clearly, in
James's view, the science of religion had a role to play in answering this question.
As we have seen, James stated that comparison provides the basis for “a better
understanding a thing’s significance” (26) and allows us to establish a thing's
unique function or essence which is “the thing by which we finally must judge
them” (44). Although comparison was, in James's view, necessary, neither passage
suggested that it was sufficient for determining the value of a thing. Ultimately,
James insisted “we are thrown back upon the general principles by which empiri-
cal philosophy has always contended that we must be guided in our search for
truth,” to wit: “immediate luminousness, in short, philosophical reasonableness and
moral helpfulness are the only available criteria” (23). In order to understand the
limits of the scientific understanding of the value of religion, we need to under-
stand James's distinction between the science of religion and living religion. A
eligion could recognize the theoretical value of religion, but only in
of living religion could individuals actually judge religion’s value for
| test the way it “worked upon the whole.”
ames discussed the
re

distinction between the science of religion and living reli-
1 an excursus defending the validity of the “religious man’s

experimental converse with the divine”
d two “vexing questions” that he used
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are “essential to that individual's religion,” which means, he added, that they “are
absolutely indispensable” (405).

James’s distinction between the science of religion and living religion suggests
that he could have answered the question of value either at the level of theory or
at the level of lived religion. Theoretically, we know that James would have
us finally judge a thing in light of its unique function. Functionally, we know
that for James religion moves us from “an uneasiness” to “its solution.” i.e., to 3
sense that we are saved from the wrongness by making proper conmection
with the higher powers.” This suggests that at the level of the science of religion,
he would have us judge religions on the basis of how well they actually accom-
plished what they set out to do. He would have us judge them, [ would infer, in
terms of how effectively a religion saves its practitioners from “wrongness,” as
they understand it.




1 ces which have 5 Meanin
ir experiences and those of (p L

certain points, ang

und that “by being fai&nﬂilgf;qe?‘
e.” Not OI'].IY was he Subjecﬁ thls

otal expression of humay, ,. ‘-fd-y
w ‘scientific’ boundg» (4’5’-'§pm ;

g esthdrew on Fechney,

PSYCHOLOGY OF RELIGION

291

Much to the consternation of James's colleagues in psychology and the psychol-

ogy of religion these images were widely popularized during the early twentieth

century. The widespread dissemination of supposedly scientific images had an

impact on the response of James's colleagues to his work. James recognized the
problem but, in keeping with his evolutionary views, was not troubled by it.

It is true that superstitions and wild-growing over-beliefs of all sorts will undoubtedly
begin to abound if the notion of higher consciousness enveloping ours, of fechnerian
earth-souls and the like, grows orthodox and fashionable; still more will they super-
abound if science ever puts her approving stamp on the phenomena of which Frederic
Myers so earnestly advocated the scientific recogpition, the phenomena of psychic re-
search so called—and I myself firmly believe that most of these phenomena are rooted
in reality. (PU, 142)

James maintained, must be extricated from this mass of
il¢ ver-beliefs” through a “competition for sur-
“the




