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1. Harry Heft's Ecological Psychology in Context is an important book in many ways. For one thing, it adds considerably to our understanding of the historical background of J.J. Gibson's thought. But more than that, Heft aims to place ecological psychology not just historically, but philosophically. He says "This volume shows that radical empiricism stands at the heart of Gibson's ecological program, and it can usefully be employed as the conceptual centerpiece for ecological psychology more broadly construed" (p. xvi). While I was impressed with Harry's argument to this effect, I'm not yet entirely persuaded. In these brief remarks I'll try to explain why.

2. First of all, I have to confess that I'm not entirely sure that I have ever fully understood the main tenets of James's radical empiricism. Indeed, I'm not sure that James himself was ever totally clear on what his doctrine came to. His essays on the subject, written for the most part consecutively in 1904 and 1905 and collected together by James for use by his students by 1907, were nevertheless not published until 1912, after James's death. He may not have been fully satisfied with his treatment of the subject, as is perhaps evidenced also by James's own suggestion that "it is almost as difficult to state it as it is to think it out clearly" (p. 91).  He seemed to feel that much further work needed to be done to help the philosophy of pure experience grow into a "respectable system" (p. 91).

3. Be that as it may, there's at least one potential confusion about the very nature of "pure experience" that is left unresolved in James's work and gets picked up, at least briefly, in Heft's overview. This potential confusion might be important, it turns out, as regards the value of radical empiricism to ecological psychology, so it will be central to what follows.

4. James made clear that his contribution to metaphysical thought (to which he gave the name "radical empiricism") was in large part inspired by then-recent developments in both rationalist and empiricist thought. His own words, from the opening chapter of Essays in Radical Empiricism are admirably concise and revealing: "At first, 'spirit and matter,' 'soul and body', stood for a pair of equipollent substances quite on a par in weight and interest. But one day Kant undermined the soul and brought in the transcendental ego, and ever since then the bipolar relation has been very much off its balance. The transcendental ego seems nowadays in rationalist quarters to stand for everything, in empiricist quarters for almost nothing" (p. 1). James argued that the idea of a substantive entity called "consciousness" had lost its usefulness, and argued (provisionally) that we should adopt the supposition that "there is only one primal stuff or material in the world, a stuff of which everything is composed" and that we call that stuff "pure experience" (p. 4). "Spirit and matter", "soul and body", "knower and known" would then be understood as "portions" of pure experience.

5. Later in the same essay he took some of the edge off this initial proposal: "Although for fluency's sake I myself spoke early in this article of a stuff of pure experience, I have now to say that there is no general stuff of which experience at large is made. There are as many stuffs as there are 'natures' in the things experienced" (p. 26). "It is made of that, of just what appears, of space, of intensity, of flatness, brownness, heaviness, or what not" (p. 27).

6. The motivation for this whole idea seems clearly to be the intuition (if that's what it was) that we don't primitively experience objects distinctly from ourselves as subject. James's own method for arriving at this conclusion (or perhaps it was his method of verifying the conclusion -- this too is not entirely clear to me) seems to have been introspective. But the easiest way for us now to understand what James had in mind by "pure experience" is for us to think about the matter in the following way. James contends that the ideas of subject and objects, knower and known, are derived ideas, rather than primitive ones. They are the result of an analysis of primitive experience, wherein what is really primitively experienced is analyzed into separate aspects or portions. As difficult as it may be to characterize pure experience positively (unless, like James, we've already become relatively comfortable with the notion), we can perhaps best grasp the idea by asking ourselves what it is in our own experience that we'd have to analyze to get knower and known to come out as aspects or portions. Whatever that is, it's what James has in mind by "pure experience".

7. What's interesting about this is that, in principle, pure experience understood in this way shouldn't be far removed from what we're doing at any arbitrary moment of our lives, whether waking or sleeping. Pure experience is just that, as James frequently puts it, and it would seem that in fleeting moments of non-reflection we might catch ourselves just absorbing that without analyzing it in any way. Pure experience, understood in this way, is there all the time even though we may need practice to notice it. The important thing about it for my present purposes, though, is that, in order to serve James's purposes, we have to be having pure experience all the time. It's what we then analyze into aspects or portions to come up with the perception of a subject/object split which, according to James, has confused metaphysics so much.

8. I promised that I would get to a potentially important confusion in James that is echoed in Heft; one that might call into question the value of "radical empiricism" as a foundation for Gibsonian ecological psychology. That confusion appears most prominently in a passage from Essays in Radical Empiricism quoted by Heft, as he himself attempts to explain the idea of "pure experience" and the role it plays in radical empiricism. In that passage, taken from the third essay, James had said "Only new-born babes, or men in semi-coma from sleep, drugs, illnesses, or blows may be assumed to have an experience pure in the literal sense, of a that which is not yet any definite what, though ready to be all sorts of whats" (Heft p. 27; James p. 93). James goes on to say "Pure experience in this state is but another name for feeling or sensation" (p. 94).

9. This echoes a similar doctrine that James had set out in his Principles of Psychology in 1890. There, he spoke about "pure sensation": "Pure sensations can only be realized in the earliest days of life.  They are all but impossible to adults with memories and stores of associations acquired.  Prior to all impressions on sense-organs the brain is plunged in deep sleep and consciousness is practically non-existent.  Even the first weeks after birth are passed in almost unbroken sleep by human infants.  It takes a strong message from the sense-organs to break this slumber.  In a new-born brain this gives rise to an absolutely pure sensation" (Vol. 2, pp. 7-8).
10. Two questions present themselves here: First, do we have pure experience as a normal part of our day-to-day lives? Or don't we? Which is it? Perhaps in his later essay, where he says that "Only new-born babes, or men in semi-coma from sleep, drugs, illnesses, or blows may be assumed to have an experience pure in the literal sense", perhaps here we should place emphasis on the qualification "in the literal sense". Perhaps in a less literal sense we have pure experience all the time. But if we don't have pure experience all the time, then pure experience isn't playing the role James needs it to play if subject/object dualism is to be successfully refuted.

11. Second, it's interesting to focus some attention on what motivates the denial that we have pure experience B or pure sensations B as awake and alert adults. As James suggested in Principles, "They are all but impossible to adults with memories and stores of associations acquired." James clearly has in mind here the idea that perception is typically informed by expectation, by belief, by desire, by interest. Observation, we might say, is theory-laden. Adult perception, it might be held, is never neutral, never "pure" in the relevant sense. Indeed, one might argue that even the youngest infant perceives the world in rough categories that map the world onto the infant's needs and interests.

12. And in considering these two questions, finally, perhaps it will be a bit clearer why I am not so sure that James's radical empiricism is as admirably suited to grounding ecological psychology as Heft thinks it is. Gibson, after all, is committed to the idea that perception B even primitive perception B is of affordances. That is, what's primitively perceived is in no way neutral; perception itself is a species of activity in which organisms B however young, however disabled B pick up information about features of the environment valuable to themselves. In what way might the idea of "pure experience", undifferentiated as to opportunity and danger, provide a congenial foundation for the Gibsonian program? It seems rather to be antagonistic to that program.

13. This is not to say that Jamesian empiricism offers nothing at all that can provide intellectual support to ecological psychology. A key element in "radical empiricism" B indeed, the very element that led James to think of it as "radical" B is its insistence that "the relations that connect experiences must themselves be experienced relations, and any kind of relation experienced must be accounted as 'real' as anything else in the system" (p. 42). It's this contention that separates James's empiricism from that of Locke, Berkeley, and Hume. It's the idea that causal relations, in particular, may be as directly perceived as anything else that subverts Humean skepticism, and the general idea that relations may be directly perceived provides substantial support and even encouragement to the Gibsonian contention that affordances are perceived.

14. But as James made clear, "radical empiricism" entails much more than that relations may be directly perceived. And as I've tried to indicate in these brief remarks, I'm not yet persuaded by Heft that the excess baggage won't cause more trouble for the ecological approach to psychology than its worth.

