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Chauncey Wright: Theoretical Reason and the Evolution of Human Consciousness
In contemporary philosophical context, “naturalism” can stand for a wide range of programmatic commitments, from refusal to credit explanations that appeal to the supernatural to the much more specific reductionist and scientistic proposals in the spirit of Quine and his followers.  In biology, it usually refers to an interest in natural history.  The sense in which the term is most relevant to the discussion of pragmatism is best captured by Dewey, when he postulates "continuity of the lower ... and the higher ... activities and forms" while precluding a reduction of the latter to the former.
  Thus understood, naturalism can be seen as one of the principal threads running through the work of classical pragmatists, starting with James and Peirce who, in their different ways, were also guided by a vision of an uninterrupted continuity between the human and the “merely” natural, secured by the emergence of human thought from the antecedent animal existence.  Unlike the later naturalists, then, pragmatists were primarily interested in developing the implications of the nineteenth’s century work in natural history for understanding human cognition.  In fact, one could say that being a pragmatist implies a commitment to explaining rationality naturalistically.


Interestingly enough, just around the time when the pragmatists were beginning to articulate their programmatic commitments, Chauncey Wright, a positivist philosopher and a close fore-runner of pragmatism, was commissioned by Darwin to produce an evolutionary account of the emergence of human consciousness.  Wright was an early champion of Darwinism and, what is more unusual, an unreserved supporter of the principle of natural selection, i.e. the view that complex adaptation is due to spontaneously arising variations differentially favored by the selective pressure of extinction.  His defense of the principle against the criticisms of an influential Jesuit naturalist St. George Mivart, in a paper titled “The Genesis of Species” (1871),
 made an impression on Darwin, who suggested that Wright should write yet another paper – this time, on the evolutionary origins of human consciousness.
   Wright complied with this request completing, as a result, his most original and philosophical essay, “Evolution of Self-Consciousness” (1873),
 which he then sent on to Darwin.  In the year between writing the two papers (1872), Wright, along with Peirce and James became one of the founding members of the Metaphysical Club.


According to Menand, Wright was a pivotal figure in the club of which he was a senior member.
  Earlier, he participated in a number of other private societies around Cambridge, the members of which included, among others, his old friends James Thayer (a future Professor of Law at Harvard) and Ephraim Gurney (its future Dean).
  He had been elected a Fellow of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences in 1860,
 and in 1870 he was invited to give lectures on psychology by Eliot, who was in the process of transforming Harvard into a modern world-class research and teaching institution.  This invitation had a special significance since, according to Madden, Wright’s philosophical views were widely known and strongly opposed by the theological faculty.
  Wright turned out to have no talent for classroom instruction, so the teaching engagement was not renewed; yet in private gatherings he had a reputation of a very sharp conversationalist and debater.  As Peirce once put it: “There was then living here a thinker who left no remains from which one could now gather what an educative influence his was upon the minds of all of us who enjoyed his intimacy, Mr. Chauncey [image: image1.png]


Wright.”


Wright’s influence on Peirce and James is well-documented.  Peirce met Wright in 1857, and the two became rather close, in good part because Wright was the only person around who was "up to Peirce's speed in mathematics and logic."
  Peirce recollects having “long and almost daily discussions” with Wright for a period of “about two years.”
  With regard to his participation in the Metaphysical club, Peirce remarks that Wright was “something of a philosophical celebrity” who served as their intellectual “boxing master,” whom Peirce “used to face to be severely pummelled.”
  James, another a member of the club, was also personally close to Wright.  His tribute to Wright, written after the latter’s death, attests to a sense of appreciation he had for his friend’s personality and intellectual virtues.
  However, as Menand and Madden concur, despite being deeply influenced by Wright, James also struggled against his dry and reserved positivism; in fact, Wright was supposedly the target of James’ original argument for “the duty to believe,”
 the precursor to the famous “will to believe” argument of later years.  Thus, in different ways, the two founders of pragmatism attained their intellectual maturity, in part, by way of coming to terms with Wright’s positivist and evolutionary views.  And if Wright’s positivism was not unusual for his time, his unreserved commitment to Darwin’s theory of natural selection was almost without precedent in his intellectual milieu.  Wright was an early convert to Darwin’s view.  Peirce reports finding him “all enthusiasm for Darwin” within a year of the publication of Origin.
  He remained an ardent devotee for the remainder of his life.  However, his most philosophically innovative contribution to the discussion of evolution, i.e. his theory of the natural evolution of consciousness, was worked out between 1871 and 1873 while he was an active participant in the discussions of the Metaphysical Club.


Wright has not received much attention in the years following the classical study of his work by Edward Madden.
  The present essay does not dispute any of Madden’s specific conclusions; instead it aspires to present Wright’s work in a different context and with a different focus.  For Madden, Wright is first and foremost a philosopher of science who happens to be associated with pragmatism which, at the time of Madden’s writing, was on the wane.  Hence, Madden is concerned to show that the specific issues and commitments which Wright shares with pragmatists (like the verification principle, the idea of chance, and concerns about the correspondence theory of truth) are interpreted by him in a different epistemological and metaphysical key.  My concern, on the other hand, is with understanding the defining features of pragmatism, re-emerging in the wake of Rorty’s post-Quinean critique of the fundamental tenets of analytic tradition.  Hence, Wright’s analysis of science becomes less important than his evolutionary views and his interest in the problem of the natural emergence of consciousness.  By interpreting Wright’s relationship to pragmatists in terms of thematic continuity of the problems rather than the discontinuity of epistemological commitments, this essay highlights the aspects of Wright’s view which were of lesser interest to Madden.  One such aspect, barely touched upon by his account, is the relationship between Wright’s defense of natural selection and the other trends of evolutionary thought prevalent at the time – a relationship that could not be brought into as clear a focus without the extensive historiography of the period generated after the modern evolutionary synthesis.
1. Evolution or Natural Selection?
What we commonly mean by “evolution” today is Darwin’s theory of natural selection. Combined with the generally received view that Darwin's theory enjoyed a spectacular early success, our present understanding of evolution is liable to give rise to the mistaken impression that natural selection was commonly accepted by the end of the 19th century.  Yet, nothing could be further from the truth.  In Wright's apt phrase, in the decade immediately following the publication of the Origin, Darwin seemed to have "won a victory, not for himself, but for Lamarck."
  In fact, at the time, Wright was one of a very small number of intellectuals who wholeheartedly embraced natural selection as the primary mode of evolutionary change; and, in virtue of that, he was probably the only philosopher of his century whose theory of the origin of human mental faculties was naturalistic in something like the contemporary sense.

Darwin’s theory of common descent had carried the day in England by the late 1860s
 and in America, by the late 70s.
  The latter was all the more surprising, since the intellectual climate in the United States appeared to be biased against evolutionary theories in general: Lyell's critique of Lamarck was well known and well-received, and so was Francis Bowen's critique of Chamber's Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation, published fifteen years before the Origin.
.  In addition, shortly before the Origin appeared in print, two of the prominent American naturalists -- James Dana and Louis Agassiz -- spoke out forcefully against the very idea of evolution.
  With regard to Darwin's theory specifically, Agassiz pronounced it a "scientific mistake, untrue in its facts, unscientific in its methods, and mischievous in its tendency."
  Yet, Darwin, of course, was also not without his champions:   William Barton Rogers,
 Joseph Leidy,
 and Asa Grey
 did much to ensure that the theory received a fair hearing.  By 1868 the battle seems to have been largely won, but this success pertained only to one part of Darwin's theory; as Hull points out, "...it was evolution and not Darwin's mechanisms that was being accepted."
 


It is now commonly acknowledged that Darwin convinced scientists to abandon special creation but failed to convert them to natural selection.
  Ernst Mayr, for example,  goes as far as to say that natural selection "was almost universally rejected."
  What "Darwinism" stood for in the public mind was "evolution" or rejection of special creation:
 which accorded well with Darwin's own preferences, insofar as he always considered descent with modification to be more important than natural selection.
  Natural selection, then, had to wait for its re-discovery in the 1930s.
  Without a clear understanding of the mechanisms of inheritance and without the mathematical tools of the latter-day population genetics, the theory of natural selection was perhaps rightly seen by most as a bold but highly speculative conjecture.  The prominent role that selection plays in contemporary biological thought was only secured for it by the much later work of  the scholars responsible for “evolutionary synthesis”: i.e. a program of unifying biology by “bringing together of the material basis of evolution (the gene) with the mechanical cause of evolutionary change (natural selection) to make a mechanistic and materialistic science of evolution that could rival Newtonian physics.”
  At the end of the 19th century there was little reason to foresee these developments.  

There are a number of reasons why the theory of variation and natural selection could not carry the day when it was first proposed.  For one thing, as Hull pointed out, "the evidence for the efficacy of natural selection did not approach that for the existence of evolution."
  Even a committed champion of selectionism such as Wiseman had to admit in the 1880s that direct evidence for natural selection was scanty.
  Secondly, while most evolutionists did not deny a secondary role for natural selection, it appeared to be of limited value insofar as it could not explain the origin of favorable variations on which the selection would exercise its powers.
  The theory also had philosophical implications which gave pause to most of Wright's contemporaries.  As Bowler has pointed out, most opponents of natural selection sought to replace it by a more orderly mechanism which would not give as much room to chance.
  

According to Mayr, Darwin's theory violated several traditional tenets of Western thought: a) the idea that the world remains largely constant b) the belief that the world is created c) the belief in creator's wisdom and benevolence d) the unique position of man in the creation e) essentialism f) physicalist causality and g) belief in natural teleology.
  Looking at the list closely, it becomes obvious why the notion of evolution per se was easier to accept than the theory of natural selection.  By embracing the generic idea of evolution, one is forced to abandon constancy, and maybe essentialism as well; however, one is still entitled to retain physicalist causality, natural teleology, the unique place for mankind in the teleological story, and potentially, with some fiddling, creation and providence.  Whereas by embracing natural selection, one would unconditionally lose constancy, essentialism, and natural teleology, as well as creation and providence in in any sense that implies or requires teleology, thereby also losing the special place for mankind as a result.  (It is debatable whether accepting natural selection by itself requires one to forswear physicalist conception of causality – Wright, for one, did not think so.)  It is no wonder, then, that many of those who happily embraced evolutionism were still generally averse to the idea of natural selection as the key mechanism of evolutionary change.  Those who did accept it sought to supplement it with something more palatable.  Peirce, for example, considered natural selection to be only one of three possible modes of evolution
 and a subordinate one at that.
  In fact, Pfeifer claims that Wright was the only philosopher at the time who did not tone down "the objectionable features of Darwinism."
  From our present point of view, he was well ahead of his time.  While, unlike Mayr, Wright did not give up on causality, his determined rejection of teleology as well as his nonchalant acceptance of the central role of stochastic processes in nature
 made him, in a way, a more radical philosophical Darwinist than Darwin himself -- after all the clear emphasis on stochastic processes in nature is a feature of post-synthesis biology, not of the original Darwinism.
  Yet, in the philosophical climate decisively shaped by Transcendentalism, his views must have appeared rather dry, entirely devoid of the moralistic inspiration still in vogue.


Although Wright’s early college essays betray some influence of Chambers,
 his mature thought is marked by a sharp opposition to the metaphysical evolutionism popular in his day.  In his paper “The Philosophy of Herbert Spencer” (1865),
 Wright recommends regarding evolution – or, better yet, natural selection – as a strictly biological mechanism with its own well-defined area of application; instead of taking evolution to be a metaphor for development in general, especially of a progressive kind, whereby what had been previously regarded uncritically as God’s benevolent handiwork comes to be regarded (equally uncritically) as the outcome of an impersonal cosmic principle.

Wright himself emphatically rejected all evolutionary optimism and, in fact, disliked the term “evolution” because it suggested the idea of some inevitable improvement over time.
  Instead he preferred to talk about natural selection, admonishing, however, that we should be on our guard against making it into a grand universal principle.  The postulation of evolutionary mechanisms, he argued, must be restricted, at least for the time being, to “biology and psychology”
 because he “strongly suspected” “that the law of ‘evolution’ will fail to appear in phenomena not connected, either directly or remotely, with the life of the individual organism.”
  This commitment stood in stark contrast to the popular Spencerian propensity for extending the principle of natural selection to everything from social dynamics to the formation of the nebulae.  Even within biology proper, Wright insisted on recognizing the reasonable limits of the idea’s application: “Mr. Darwin himself, from the very nature of the process, has never supposed for it, as a cause, any other than a co-ordinate place among other causes of change…”
  Such cautionary attitude may appear to be indicative of a lack of enthusiasm; yet, the contrary was the case.  On Wright’s view, the value of scientific concepts consisted precisely in the deliberate delimitation of their area of application, which enabled them to communicate determinate and articulate content.  This distinctive preference for specific explanatory hypotheses over sweeping metaphysical generalizations was at the heart of Wright’s broader philosophical “positivism.”

By now the term “positivism” became strongly associated with the work of logical positivists.  However, to understand Wright’s position, as De Groot points out, we need to look past logical positivism, and even utilitarianism, to “a more agile and fluent scientific positivism of the nineteenth century.”
  This is not to deny the tremendous influence of utilitarianism on Wright’s thought: his admiration of Mill was only equaled by his admiration of Darwin, and, in fact, as De Groot suggests, his initial attraction to natural selection must have been in good part due to the fact that it was a way to apply a utilitarian form of explanation in the realm of biology.
  
In terms of the distinction invoked by Scharff, between “systematic” and “critical” positivists,
 Wright falls squarely on the critical side.  Positivism with him was more of an approach than a method.  As De Groot emphasizes, Wright tended to view science as an extension of ordinary experience,
 as “an organization that is fruitful because it sorts and relates simple and complex facts so as to lend coherence and predictability to a subject matter.”
  So Wright ends up being far more concerned with the general form of explanation then with their content.
  This flexibility is also evident in the fact that unlike Mill, who believed himself to be in possession of a complete scientific method,
 Wright saw the present state of science as a step in the historical evolution that was far from complete.
  

Positivism also accorded well with Wright’s intellectual demeanor shaped by a firm resolution to remain dispassionate and to treat all things matter-of-factly.  He distinguished, characteristically, between scientifically neutral objective thinking and the more emotionally invested philosophical modes of thought.  Despite privileging the former, Wright acknowledged that the latter comes more naturally to us; whereas the former may not come naturally at all.  Hence, within a naturalistic framework, the emergence of the objective scientific mode of thought demanded a special explanation.
2. Science vs. Practical Reason
Wright did not object to the more imaginative and emotional modes of thought, as long as they did not pretend to the status of science and were professed “as personal convictions.”
  His positivist critique was not concerned with poetry but with pseudoscience.  Thus, for example, he did attend Emerson’s lectures on poetry and found them rather fascinating.
  In this regard, Wright’s position was similar to that of Mill who, unlike most utilitarians, did not believe poetry to be opposed to scientific thought and sober reason.
  In fact, Mill claimed that "the noblest end of poetry as an intellectual pursuit” is “that of acting upon the desires and characters of mankind through their emotion” in order to transform them.
  In a similar vein, Wright did not unconditionally oppose one’s right to believe things without sufficient evidence for he thought certain beliefs are justified because of the formation of character they contribute to – and by that alone.
  Wright's endorsement of the character-building quality of non-scientific belief is fully disclosed in his correspondence with Grace Norton.

In fact, Wright believed that philosophy (unlike science) inevitably engages its subject matter in a “temperamental” non-positivist  fashion.  Philosophy, on his view, must ultimately be closer to religion
 or poetry than to science, because “questions of philosophy proper are human desires and fears and aspirations – human emotions – taking an intellectual form”
 and its achievements are better evaluated “by the dignity of its motives, and the value it directs us to, than by value of its own attainments.”
  Someone like James would seem to fit such a description of a philosopher quite well: “For within the pale of philosophy, character determines belief, and ideas stand for feelings.  …  In philosophy we are free from every bias except that of our own characters.”
  Meanwhile someone like Mill would be seen as contributing to the on-going scientific, rather than philosophical, discussions. 


Philosophical inquiry, for Wright, is inescapably intertwined with the world of everyday practical affairs.  The contrast of inclinations between a scientist and a philosopher is analogous to that between a scientist and a poet: “the one contemplating in understanding and in fixed positive beliefs the phenomena which the other contemplates through firmly established and instinctive tendencies, and through interests, which for want of a better name…are also sometimes called beliefs.”
  In matters of practical “human” interest, on Wright’s view, the instinct will always have the upper hand.  Meanwhile, science is guided primarily by “a curiosity which is determined chiefly or solely by the felt imperfections of knowledge as such, and without reference to the uses this knowledge may subserve”; it “is prompted by what we call an objective motive.”
  It is, then, a kind of self-structuring activity which exists for its own sake and constitutes its own reason for being, until its incidental usefulness is revealed in its mature stages.  In this respect, as we will see later on, the path of its development is analogous to the development of human consciousness in general which, in the initial stages of its formation, confers no practical advantages onto its bearer and remains, therefore, invisible to selection.  

The initial weakness of this “theoretical” impulse in human nature accounts for the “slow progress men have made in knowledge foreign to their immediate wants, – in scientific knowledge.”
  Yet, over time, this “body of certified knowledge” becomes “sufficiently extensive to engage and discipline a rational scientific curiosity and stimulate it to act independently of other philosophical motives.”
  Additionally, accumulated scientific knowledge eventually begins to produce (somewhat unexpected) practical rewards.  Consequently, contemporary science arises as a powerful discipline, as “truth pursued simply in the interests of rational curiosity, and for the mental discipline and the material utilities of its process and conclusions,” and will hereafter “occupy more and more the attention of mankind, to the exclusion of the older philosophy.”
  It may be interesting to contrast Wright’s line of thought here with Dewey’s take on the subject in “Philosophy and Democracy”: thus, both agree that science  does not address the instinctive intellectual needs intertwined with our practical concern; both agree that philosophy fulfills this need; but for Dewey these premises justify the indispensable role of philosophy, while for Wright they merely indicate that scientific thought will be very slow in taking hold of the popular imagination, which finds little appeal in the idea of problem-solving for its own sake.
 
Wright’s belief that practical usefulness is entirely incidental to the internal workings of science may be questioned on sociological grounds; however, at least as a purely normative stance, it has much to recommend it.  The idea that the structure of existing objective knowledge generates its own problems and, therefore, to some degree directs its own growth, is by no means unique to him.
  However, in the case of a steadfast utilitarian like Wright, such a commitment is rather surprising.  In fact, it gives his thought a distinctive Kantian streak.  What is interesting about Wright’s view is the implication that the scientific mode of thought, is, in essence, a stranger to our natural instinctual tendencies, which are better serviced, instead, by the philosophical mode of inquiry; and that the objective scientific conception of nature, which progressively supplants the more spontaneous “philosophical” mode of thought, is  at odds with the instinctive inclinations of our biological nature.  

Philosophers, according to Wright, like most human beings, are compelled by a “mythic instinct”
 to see the world as a kind of drama: to think of things in terms of a beginning and an end, attributing thereby some meaning and purpose to the movement in between; yet, all we can say from experience is that reality is characterized through and through by uncertainty and lack of direction.  As Madden puts it: “…he preferred to think of phenomena as the result of a sort of ontologic weather, without inward rationality, an aimless drifting to and fro, from the midst of which relatively stable and so (for us) rational combinations may emerge.”
  Nature, says Wright, “is not, in its cosmical relations, a progression toward an end, or a development, but is rather an endless succession of changes, simple and constant in their elements though infinite in their combinations, which constitute an order without beginning and without termination.”
 Why does the chicken grow wings?  For no reason at all.  It grows them because certain things happened to its ancestors in the past conditioned by the process of natural selection.  What do we exist for?  “Why,” says Wright, ”for nothing, to be sure!  Quite gratuitously.”
  “I agree,” he says in another place, “… that life in general exists for nothing.”


If we feel an unaccountable resistance to this sort of conclusion – or feel that one cannot sincerely maintain it at all – then we are feeling the very instinctive philosophical compulsion that Wright is speaking of and are, thereby, placed in a position to appreciate the difference between the positivist objective thinking and the human-centered modality of thought that comes to us naturally.  “Teleology,” says Wright, “is a subtile poison”;
 because, one may add, it is always already in our blood.  For the purposes of scientific knowledge, Wright rejects teleology out of hand, and attempts to square his view of moral life with the implications of his scientific naturalism. 

Thus, he recommends seeing life as something that goes beyond the plans and fortunes of “that set of inveterate habits which you call yourself”; seeing it as neither good nor evil but as “the theatre of possible goods and evils.”
  What one must strive to achieve, on Wright’s view, is “character, not happiness” and true character is understood by Wright as “unreserved devotion to the best we know”:
 a devotion to the “religious duties” which are “above the sanctions of fear or favor – obligations which the individual requires of himself beyond the demands of law and other individuals.”
  It is not clear how such a stance can be reconciled with the thoroughgoing evolutionary naturalism that Wright espouses.  What sanctions the rejection of the instinctual teleological mode of thought that comes to us naturally?  What warrants the introduction of the ethical framework intended to safeguard human dignity in the face of the natural universe devoid of meaning?  More importantly, how do we explain the fact that the epistemically privileged (scientific) mode of thought should stand in such a stark contrast to our natural inclinations?  From a naturalistic perspective, where animals we are all, it makes sense to maintain that we think in order to act – in order to promote our well-being; and acting thus seems to require the purpose-driven or telic thinking.  The claim that the scientific mode of thought is exempt from such considerations and is animated exclusively by a kind of objective curiosity, appears prima facie suspicious.  

One could stipulate that the absence of mind-independent universal purposes is not an a priori assumption constitutive of the nature of scientific thought but rather an a posteriori conclusion which emerges as the outcome of its development.  Thus, we could say that that the scientific mode of thought, from its inception, aimed at objectivity, understood in a certain way; and continued to develop a system of internal standards and rules that were supposed to ensure objectivity thus understood; that the present practical applications of science suggest that the goal of objectivity had, in fact, been reached (or at least closely approximated) and that, therefore, the present set of standards championed by scientific thought is the right set of standards for achieving the kind of objectivity which science takes as its internal aim.  Among other things, this set of standards seems to imply that teleological thinking is not conducive to the objectivity of the kind that scientific thought is at pains to secure.  An answer of this sort raises other questions in turn.  What is meant by “objectivity” which is supposed, here, to serve as the leitmotif of the scientific mode of thought?  
Wright does not subscribe to the understanding of objectivity which defines it by the opposition to the subjective – i.e. as somehow arising from the object itself, free from distorting contributions of the human mind.  He seems to think that the subjective/objective distinction in that sense is at best a distinction of convenience.  Thus, “objective” here should not be understood as “mind-independent” or “externally imposed.”  To explain this further, we turn to Wright’s theory of the origins of human consciousness – i.e. of self-reflexive consciousness capable of rational thought, which eventually gives rise to science.

3. Origin of Human Consciousness
Wright’s account of the emergence of specifically human consciousness capable of rational thought is highly speculative.  In discussing the origins of human consciousness three possibilities present themselves.  One is that the emergence of human (rational) consciousness corresponds to the emergence of an entirely novel faculty, without precedent in the animal realm.  This suggests a radical discontinuity between rational thought and whatever intellectual talents we may have happened to inherit from our simian ancestors.  Another possibility is to stick to the conventional gradualism, suggesting a development of a new form of consciousness through a series of nearly imperceptible changes the significance of which did not come into plain sight until something like a fully constituted human consciousness arrived at the scene.  This kind of a genetic story would suggest a thoroughgoing continuity between rational thought and the intellectual talents of our ancestors.  The third option, favored by Wright, combines continuity and discontinuity by supposing that a new trait – such as human consciousness – emerges when the previously existing biological traits acquire a new function, and their further development is conditioned by the imposition of this novel functional regime.

New uses of old powers, claims Wright, arise discontinuously and are, at the time of their emergence, relatively insignificant from the biological point of view.
  Our original mental faculties must have been the same as those of other animals, and the first instance of their unique employment would bear little semblance to rational thought.  Nor would this incipient mode of operation bestow any immediate benefit onto its owner: its initial maintenance and development “to [the] point of serious usefulness” could only be sustained through play, quite without a purpose.
  Here we see an analogy, already mentioned, with science: the initial development of a new cognitive regime is not dictated by its practical usefulness; the functional implications visible to selection arise only at a relatively mature stage.  Thus, while the process of selection can be described in roughly utilitarian terms, the spontaneous emergence of new incipiently structured biological possibilities escapes such explanation.  Like life itself, these possibilities come about for no reason: they do not arise for some purpose, even if their eventual perpetuation does depend on their incidental functional utility.  The productive capacities of nature are exempted from teleological style of explanation.
Wright believed that the emergence of human consciousness can be retrospectively explained by a reference to the pre-existing faculties of memory and attention; however, he did not think that it was necessitated by the nature of these faculties or could even be reasonably anticipated by considering their nature.
  However, once the peculiar form of human consciousness reaches a stage where its operation acquires practical significance, its further development can be explained in terms of natural selection.
  Cognition as we know it, then, is the product of gradual development over a long period of time “realized with different degrees of clearness and precision, as the faculty of reflection becomes more and more exercised.”
   

According to Weiner, Wright tried to develop “a naturalistic theory of the evolution of consciousness and the dependence of knowledge on the use of signs.”
  Thinking, on Wright’s view (in a sense that applies both to animals and to humans) consists in responding to things and events as signs of something, as standing for something else.  Thus, a deer alarmed by the rustling of the branches is not responding simply to this rustling but to the presence of a predator that this rustling may announce.  More precisely, it responds to the noise (the sign) as if it entailed the presence of the predator (the signified).  What we have here, then, is a process of rudimentary inference “from signs and likelihoods”;
 i.e. the kind of inference that Wright believed animals to be fully capable of.  It is this rudimentary inferential capacity, on Wright’s view, that enables animals to orient themselves in the environment, to form basic expectations, and to respond appropriately with habitual behaviors.  The “deficiencies of vocal and auditory imagination,” Wright argues, should not make us overlook the fact that animals, such as dogs, seem to have “some small degree of reflective power” and even appear to posses some primitive grasp of the use of signs as outward indicators of the internal states, as displayed, for example, by a dog who signals to its master that it is time to go for a walk.
  

The crucial difference between the animal and the rational modes of inference, says Wright, consists in the fact that reasoning of an animal is incurably enthymematic: what is grasped by an animal is the premise (the immediate stimulus) and the conclusion (its interpretation in relationship to an appropriate action); but not the (theoretically required) second premise, which explains the connection between the two.  Thus, a deer, upon hearing the rustling of the branches (the stimulus), intuits the approach of a predator (interpretation), which prompts it to flee (action); yet it has no power of grasping how its mind effected the transition from one to the other, and whether it has done so correctly.  Rational reasoning, by contrast, is capable of forming an idea of the rules that its inferences follow.

The connections, the intermediary cognitions which rational thought can set plainly before our eyes are equally present in the animal’s mind but only as suggestions, or transitory images, drowned out by the vividness of the external things in which the thought terminates, and are lost “like stars in the light of the sun.”
 As Wright puts it in his early essay, “whether their [animal’s] judgments return to them by memory or are even reflected on they can never come alone, but always in connection with simpler thoughts which immediately interest the feelings and which would alone be expressed if brutes had language.”
  “The animal,” says Wright, “has in mind only an image of the sign, previously present in perception, followed now immediately by an image of what was suggested through the obliterated mental image.  But the latter, in the higher degrees of intelligence, is distinctly recalled as a middle term.”
  The animal inferential processes, then, are submerged in the immediacy of experience; whereas, human thought is capable of isolating their mediating function.

 The animal thought is enraptured, held captive by the external world, incapable of realizing that it is controlled by internal as well as external suggestion.  Our deer hears the noise and is afraid of a predator without understanding, so to speak, that the image of the predator arises from within.  Rational intelligence, then, is born out of the ability to separate internal suggestions from the external ones, without drifting continuously and involuntarily from one series to another.  This enables human agents to temporarily isolate their thoughts from the impinging external stimuli and to register and analyze the order of their sequence.  The internal/ external distinction here, moreover, is best understood with respect to the body and not the mind: the “internal” being that over which we have some degree of immediate volitional control.

Just like a deer, a human being is alarmed by the noise and is initially prompted to flee; but, realizing that the reason for fleeing (predator) is a product of internal suggestion, she can pause to ask whether it was right for the image of the predator to arise on this occasion.  Meanwhile, a deer flees without itself really knowing why.  The grasp of the contrast between internal and external suggestion, between things and thoughts, constitutes, according to Wright, “the germ of the distinctively human form of self-consciousness.”
 

Extrapolating from this, the principle of objectivity that governs scientific thought amounts to a commitment to make this distinction between the inner and outer inputs clear in all our theorizing about the world.  Importantly, the purpose of doing so does not consist in eliminating the internal suggestions or somehow bracketing them so that we can see things “as they really are in themselves” apart from our thought.  For one thing, Wright does not think that anything of the sort is possible.  He believes that all experiences, even the simplest sensory ones, are conditioned and rendered intelligible by a priori categories which our mind spontaneously imposes upon them.
  Wright’s a priori categories
 are not changeless or underived from experience – they emerge from “the orders of impressions already experienced”
 by the individual directly or by his progenitors from whom they are inherited.
  Since, according to Wright, human nature “descends mainly by other channels than those of the blood, -- in the spiritual and invisible currents of an extremely complex, artificial life,”
 he must be thinking about ordinary cultural mechanisms of transmission.  The influence of the inherited a priori categories is not optional, it cannot be analyzed out of our experience, for to “analyze a cognition to the bare, unrelated data of senses … would be to dissolve all the links which bind the sensuous impression to consciousness.”
  It can be recognized, of course, and for the purposes of such analysis we may even introduce the idea of bare experience as a theoretical abstraction; but, aside from that, “there is no cognition by the senses in contradistinction from the mental powers generally. …all cognitions alike involve understanding in some degree, or some relation of the new impression to the previous content of the mind.”

Objectivity, then, does not consist in somehow excluding the contributions of the mind; in fact, there would be little sense in doing so.  “The true and false in judgment,” says Wright, “or the real and unreal in consciousness, is not a distinction coincident with the introspective division of mental states into subjective and objective.  One may either truly or falsely remember and imagine, and either truly or falsely perceive and act.”
  Our thoughts, beliefs, desires, inclinations all do have an objective existence and there is no reason why we should treat them as mere obstacles to cognition.  The real point is to make sure that we can distinguish between contributions to our cognition that come from within and those that come from without.  This distinction, moreover, does not have a metaphysical but a functional import: for we learn to distinguish between situations which depend on the way we think and those that do not; those that require a change in thought and those that can only be changed through externally oriented action.  

Making such distinctions correctly allows us to engage reality in more efficient ways, as witnessed by the incidental practical applications of scientific thought.  It also helps us avoid mistaking the internal needs of our mind for external requirements imposed by the outside world.  For example, in the case of teleological thinking, on Wright’s view, we are making precisely one such mistake: confusing the internal fact that our mind needs a purpose for the external fact that the universe must have one.  Crucially for Wright, establishing such distinctions in each concrete case is not a theoretical or a philosophical project: “the [whole] distinction of subject and object,” he says, “becomes … a classification through observation and analysis, instead of the intuitive distinction it is supposed to be by most metaphysicians.”
  Thus, finding the boundaries between external and internal in thought is an empirical, experimental project which requires an open mind and attention to specific instances, instead of sweeping generalizations.  For, on Wright’s view, rational consciousness, capable of giving rise to science, is neither fully internal nor external: instead, it is a self-conscious balancing act between internality and externality.

Wright’s proposal is offered as a theoretical conjecture, which has the merit of casting the distinction between rational and instinctive in terms that render it less mysterious: both poles are seen as internal to the same process of thought, as intrinsically related and familiar. Moreover, Wright’s account gives rise to an interesting and useful conception of objectivity as awareness of the dual constitution of human thought, with internal and external components; an awareness that does not attempt to reduce or eliminate this duality.  Wright’s conception of objectivity is thoroughly empirical as opposed to metaphysical: being objective does not consist in adopting an a priori stance, but in finding out experientially which questions and problems can be solved by an internal mental adjustment, and which one would require a direct engagement with the external world.  Such a conception of objectivity, explains both the practical success of applied scientific thought, and explains why the intrinsic goals and motivations of science are distinct from such practical ends – for science, on this view, turns out to be not so much a quest for mastering what lies outside us, but a kind of self-exploration of a thought that is simultaneously aware of its indispensable connection to the outside but also of its inwardness and, finally, of the intriguing nature of the connection between the two.  Science, then, qua a disinterested theoretical inquiry, does not concern itself with universe as the impinging externality, but with the way that knowledge constructs the universe in thought and, ultimately with the way that thought represents or discovers itself in this relationship.  
Such a view of rationality and science also sheds light on Wright’s somewhat condescending attitude to the more spirited modes of thought that come to us more naturally.  The problem with such thought, is not that it gives expression to interests and desires that fail to meet some preset standard of rationality but that it fails to recognize these interests and desires as a source of its conclusions about the external world.  This is probably why Wright endorses philosophy that recognizes the character of its author as its source but is strongly opposed to metaphysical musings which lay claim to something like scientific objectivity.  

4. Intellectual Debts and Influences
How original was Wright’s theory in relation to those of his contemporaries? According to Thayer, Wright "read few books."
  In the succession of Wright’s favorite authors he notes first Emerson (around the freshman year of college), then Bacon (shortly after college, i.e. after 1852), followed by Hamilton, who eventually was displaced by Mill, and finally Darwin.  On the evolutionary side of things it is probably safe to name Darwin as the only truly decisive influence.  Wright was certainly familiar with the work of Agassiz, but rejected his views decisively in favor of Darwin whose conclusions, in Wright’s estimation, would render Agassiz’ own work so much "useless and mistaken speculation."
 He had a much closer relationship with Asa Gray, at whose suggestion he apparently wrote a paper on mathematical aspects of phyllotaxis, intended to support the theory of natural selection.
  He followed Gray’s botanical work, at least intermittently,
 and continued to have conversation with him during his correspondence with Darwin,
 whose letters were often passed to Wright through Gray.
  However, since Gray himself was committed to the special origin of human mind,
 we cannot credit him with influencing Wright’s theory of the evolution of human consciousness.

 On the side of philosophy, other than the influences already mentioned, it is worth recalling the name of Alexander Bain.  We know from Gurney that Wright had a great interest in Bain before turning to Mill,
 and that he used Bain’s textbook in his classes at Harvard.
  However, Wright’s interest in Bain was largely confined to the "semi-physiological treatment of the old psychological problems,"
 and the few scattered mentions of Bain in Wright’s work and letters do not seem to suggest a great deal of philosophical influence.  

Bain did believe that mind is characterized by its orientation towards action,
 and thought of knowledge as a means to improve the efficiency of action, as a "deliverance from labor."
  He supposed that, insofar as we think of intelligence in terms of "associating ends with means," it must be present "even in the lowest forms of mind";
 and he did believe that human beings possess a special faculty of introspection associated with self-control.
  There is not an inkling of evolutionary thinking in Bain’s work and his associationism by itself could have hardly inspired a view of the development of intellect put forth by Wright.  However, Bain’s work may have been relevant in another respect.  

Madden has emphasized the importance of Wright’s determination to treat the subjective and objective elements of experience as strictly coordinate,
 and Bain did have a distinctive view of the matter.  As Mill explains in his examination of Hamilton’s philosophy,
 there were two competing opinions at the time regarding what he calls the problem of “relativity of knowledge,” i.e. the problem of dependence of knowledge on the contributions of the mind.
 One was Kant’s transcendental a-priorism and the other was the doctrine held by James Mill, Bain, and Hartley, whereby the a-priori is put together out of ideas of sensation by the known laws of association.
  Wright of course was familiar with both sides of the issue.  He was mostly critical of Kant, whom he regarded as a representative of “metaphysics” and “speculative philosophy”;
 and believed transcendental thinking to be an obstacle rather than an aid to knowledge.
  He had given considerable attention to Kant's conception of a priori and its function in experience;
 yet, there is no doubt that in the end he firmly sided with Bain’s party.  Bain insisted that all knowledge is relative to the mind,
 that perception is never entirely passive but occurs always in the context of actual and incipient movement that transforms and directs it,
 and that all perception contains “a flash of recovery from the past, which is what really determines their character”
 so that what "comes before us is really contributed more by the minds itself than by the present object.”
  Moreover, the belief in the external existence of objects of experience, according to Bain, is premised entirely on our ability to bring about certain changes in our perceptual experience by executing a corresponding pattern of movements.
  Wright’s views on functional a priori appear to contain more than an echo of Bain’s approach.

Wright’s criticism of Kant, in turn, also centered on replacing the transcendental a-priori with the a-priori derived from past experience.  Thus, Wright proceeds to question Kant’s distinction between the conditions and the data of experience.  The fact that mind cannot abstract itself from certain forms of intelligibility, he argues, does not suffice to prove that that "the forms of sense and thought were not determined by experience in the first instance."
  This criticism is reminiscent of Mill’s criticism of Hamilton whom he chides for thinking that although all knowledge is relative to our faculties we could subtract the mind’s contribution to arrive at the view of things in themselves.
  Kant, of course, is not guilty of Hamilton’s mistake, but the theme that Wright picks up on is a related one: namely, that experience can be decomposed into mind’s contribution and external data, or that one of these can be specified a-priori independently of the other.  Resisting such separation, moreover, acquires a special significance in the light of Wright’s evolutionary theory: if a priori categories of thought are themselves entirely independent of experience then one cannot give an account of their coming into existence under the influence of natural selection.  The principled a-posteriori nature of all distinctions between inside and outside, objective and subjective, conceptual scheme and data, experience and mind, becomes for Wright a condition of possibility of having a natural history of the emergence of human consciousness.
5.  Epilogue
Korsgaard, a contemporary Kantian, describes the emergence of rationality in the following terms.  The world of an animal, "is organized around his interests,"
 "the natural way of perceiving the world ... is teleologically."
 This, moreover, is also true for humans.
  In that sense, animals, as well as humans can be said to possess intelligence.  However, Korsgaard proceeds to make a distinction between rationality and intelligence.
  The difference, according to her, consists in the fact that an intelligent non-rational animal can make a connection or association between two stimuli, and form an appropriate expectation; whereas only a rational creature is aware that she is taking one thing as evidence for the other.
  "Human mind,” Korsgaard elaborates, “is self-conscious in the sense that it is essentially reflective. ...  A lower animal's attention is fixed on the world. ....  It is engaged in conscious activities, but it is not conscious of them. ...  But we human animals turn our attention on to our perceptions and desires themselves, on to our own mental activities, and we are conscious of them."
  This distancing, then, allows for questioning and critical scrutiny.
  "The scientific conception of the world,” she continues, “the view of the world as a system of neutral laws and forces whose impact on our own fates and interests is largely accidental, requires the detachment of perception from the rich normative significance that naturally inhabits it."
  The power of reason secures this possibility.
  The terms are different from Wright’s, but similarity of underlying questions is unmistakable.
The puzzle that Wright bequeathed to classical pragmatism – the relationship between instrumental intelligence and detached theoretical reason reconfigured in the light of evolutionary thinking – is still with us.  Unlike the pragmatists, Wright believed that the spontaneously arising reflective impulse, while deeply implicated in the origin of ordinary (practical) human consciousness, is not exhausted by it.  Maintained by the practical implications of its sojourn with teleological consciousness, it continues to unfold in the semi-autonomous structuring of what finally emerges as detached theoretical reason which, in turn, upon reaching a certain degree of maturity acquires a functional potential, eventually revealed in the workings of applied scientific thought. 
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