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From Absolutism to Experimentalism

In the late 'seventies, when I was an undergraduate,
"electives" were still unknown in the smaller New England
colleges. But in the one I attended, the University of Vermont, the
tradition of a "senior-year course" still subsisted. This course
was regarded as a kind of intellectual coping to the structure
erected in earlier years, or, at least, as an insertion of the key-
stone of the arch. It included courses in political economy,
international law, history of civilization (Guizot), psychology, ethics,
philosophy of religion (Butler's Analogy), logic, etc., not history
of philosophy, save incidentally. The enumeration of these titles
may not serve the purpose for which it is made; but the idea was
that after three years of somewhat specialized study in languages
and sciences, the last year was reserved for an introduction into
serious intellectual topics of wide and deep significance—an
introduction into the world of ideas. I doubt if in many cases it
served its alleged end; however, it fell in with my own
inclinations, and I have always been grateful for that year of my
schooling. There was, however, one course in the previous year that
had excited a taste that in retrospect may be called
philosophical. That was a rather short course, without laboratory work, in
Physiology, a book of Huxley's being the text. It is difficult to
speak with exactitude about what happened to me intellectually
so many years ago, but I have an impression that there was
derived from that study a sense of interdependence and interrelated
unity that gave form to intellectual stirrings that had been
previously inchoate, and created a kind of type or model of a view of
things to which material in any field ought to conform.
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Subconsciously, at least, I was led to desire a world and a life that would
have the same properties as had the human organism in the
picture of it derived from study of Huxley's treatment. At all events,
I got great stimulation from the study, more than from anything
I had had contact with before; and as no desire was awakened in
me to continue that particular branch of learning, I date from
this time the awakening of a distinctive philosophic interest.
The University of Vermont rather prided itself upon its
tradition in philosophy. One of its earlier teachers, Dr. Marsh, was
almost the first person in the United States to venture upon the
speculative and dubiously orthodox seas of German thinking—
that of Kant, Schelling, and Hegel. The venture, to be sure, was
made largely by way of Coleridge; Marsh edited an American
edition of Coleridge's Aids to Reflection. Even this degree of
speculative generalization, in its somewhat obvious tendency to
rationalize the body of Christian theological doctrines, created a
flutter in ecclesiastical dovecots. In particular, a controversy was
carried on between the Germanizing rationalizers and the



orthodox representatives of the Scottish school of thought through the
representatives of the latter at Princeton. I imagine—although it
is a very long time since I have had any contact with this
material—that the controversy still provides data for a section, if not
a chapter, in the history of thought in this country.
Although the University retained pride in its pioneer work,
and its atmosphere was for those days theologically "liberal"—
of the Congregational type—the teaching of philosophy had
become more restrained in tone, more influenced by the still
dominant Scotch school. Its professor, Mr. H. A. P. Torrey, was a man
of genuinely sensitive and cultivated mind, with marked esthetic
interest and taste, which, in a more congenial atmosphere than
that of northern New England in those days, would have achieved
something significant. He was, however, constitutionally timid,
and never really let his mind go. I recall that, in a conversation I
had with him a few years after graduation, he said:
"Undoubtedly pantheism is the most satisfactory form of metaphysics
intellectually, but it goes counter to religious faith." I fancy that
remark told of an inner conflict that prevented his native
capacity from coming to full fruition. His interest in philosophy,
however, was genuine, not perfunctory; he was an excellent teacher,
and I owe to him a double debt, that of turning my thoughts
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definitely to the study of philosophy as a life-pursuit, and of a
generous gift of time to me during a year devoted privately under his
direction to a reading of classics in the history of philosophy and
learning to read philosophic German. In our walks and talks
during this year, after three years on my part of high-school
teaching, he let his mind go much more freely than in the class-
room, and revealed potentialities that might have placed him
among the leaders in the development of a freer American
philosophy—but the time for the latter had not yet come.
Teachers of philosophy were at that time, almost to a man,
clergymen; the supposed requirements of religion, or theology,
dominated the teaching of philosophy in most colleges. Just how
and why Scotch philosophy lent itself so well to the exigencies of
religion I cannot say; probably the causes were more extrinsic
than intrinsic; but at all events there was a firm alliance
established between religion and the cause of "intuition." It is
probably impossible to recover at this date the almost sacrosanct air
that enveloped the idea of intuitions; but somehow the cause of
all holy and valuable things was supposed to stand or fall with
the validity of intuitionalism; the only vital issue was that between
intuitionalism and a sensational empiricism that explained away
the reality of all higher objects. The story of this almost
forgotten debate, once so urgent, is probably a factor in developing in
me a certain scepticism about the depth and range of purely
contemporary issues; it is likely that many of those which seem
highly important to-day will also in a generation have receded to
the status of the local and provincial. It also aided in generating a
sense of the value of the history of philosophy; some of the
claims made for this as a sole avenue of approach to the study of
philosophic problems seem to me misdirected and injurious. But
its value in giving perspective and a sense of proportion in
relation to immediate contemporary issues can hardly be over-
estimated.
I do not mention this theological and intuitional phase
because it had any lasting influence upon my own development,
except negatively. I learned the terminology of an intuitional



philosophy, but it did not go deep, and in no way did it satisfy what
I was dimly reaching for. I was brought up in a conventionally
evangelical atmosphere of the more "liberal" sort; and the
struggles that later arose between acceptance of that faith and the
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discarding of traditional and institutional creeds came from
personal experiences and not from the effects of philosophical
teaching. It was not, in other words, in this respect that
philosophy either appealed to me or influenced me—though I am not
sure that Butler's Analogy, with its cold logic and acute analysis,
was not, in a reversed way, a factor in developing "scepticism."
During the year of private study, of which mention has been
made, I decided to make philosophy my life-study, and
accordingly went to Johns Hopkins the next year (1884) to enter upon
that new thing, "graduate work." It was something of a risk; the
work offered there was almost the only indication that there
were likely to be any self-supporting jobs in the field of
philosophy for others than clergymen. Aside from the effect of my study
with Professor Torrey, another influence moved me to undertake
the risk. During the years after graduation I had kept up
philosophical readings and I had even written a few articles which I
sent to Dr. W. T. Harris, the well-known Hegelian, and the editor
of the Journal of Speculative Philosophy, the only philosophic
journal in the country at that time, as he and his group formed
almost the only group of laymen devoted to philosophy for non-
theological reasons. In sending an article I asked Dr. Harris for
advice as to the possibility of my successfully prosecuting
philosophic studies. His reply was so encouraging that it was a
distinct factor in deciding me to try philosophy as a professional
career.
The articles sent were, as I recall them, highly schematic and
formal; they were couched in the language of intuitionalism; of
Hegel I was then ignorant. My deeper interests had not as yet
been met, and in the absence of subject-matter that would
correspond to them, the only topics at my command were such as
were capable of a merely formal treatment. I imagine that my
development has been controlled largely by a struggle between a
native inclination toward the schematic and formally logical, and
those incidents of personal experience that compelled me to take
account of actual material. Probably there is in the consciously
articulated ideas of every thinker an over-weighting of just those
things that are contrary to his natural tendencies, an emphasis
upon those things that are contrary to his intrinsic bent, and
which, therefore, he has to struggle to bring to expression, while
the native bent, on the other hand, can take care of itself.
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Anyway, a case might be made out for the proposition that the
emphasis upon the concrete, empirical, and "practical" in my later
writings is partly due to considerations of this nature. It was a
reaction against what was more natural, and it served as a
protest and protection against something in myself which, in the
pressure of the weight of actual experiences, I knew to be a
weakness. It is, I suppose, becoming a commonplace that when
anyone is unduly concerned with controversy, the remarks that
seem to be directed against others are really concerned with a
struggle that is going on inside himself. The marks, the stigmata,
of the struggle to weld together the characteristics of a formal,
theoretic interest and the material of a maturing experience of
contacts with realities also showed themselves, naturally, in style



of writing and manner of presentation. During the time when
the schematic interest predominated, writing was comparatively
easy; there were even compliments upon the clearness of my
style. Since then thinking and writing have been hard work. It is
easy to give way to the dialectic development of a theme; the
pressure of concrete experiences was, however, sufficiently heavy,
so that a sense of intellectual honesty prevented a surrender to
that course. But, on the other hand, the formal interest persisted,
so that there was an inner demand for an intellectual technique
that would be consistent and yet capable of flexible adaptation
to the concrete diversity of experienced things. It is hardly
necessary to say that I have not been among those to whom the union
of abilities to satisfy these two opposed requirements, the formal
and the material, came easily. For that very reason I have been
acutely aware, too much so, doubtless, of a tendency of other
thinkers and writers to achieve a specious lucidity and simplicity
by the mere process of ignoring considerations which a greater
respect for concrete materials of experience would have forced
upon them.
It is a commonplace of educational history that the opening of
Johns Hopkins University marked a new epoch in higher
education in the United States. We are probably not in a condition as
yet to estimate the extent to which its foundation and the
development of graduate schools in other universities, following its
example, mark a turn in our American culture. The 'eighties and
'nineties seem to mark the definitive close of our pioneer period,
and the turn from the civil war era into the new industrialized
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and commercial age. In philosophy, at least, the influence of
Johns Hopkins was not due to the size of the provision that was
made. There was a half-year of lecturing and seminar work given
by Professor George Sylvester Morris, of the University of
Michigan; belief in the "demonstrated" (a favorite word of his) truth
of the substance of German idealism, and of belief in its
competency to give direction to a life of aspiring thought, emotion, and
action. I have never known a more single-hearted and whole-
souled man—a man of a single piece all the way through; while I
long since deviated from his philosophic faith, I should be happy
to believe that the influence of the spirit of his teaching has been
an enduring influence.
While it was impossible that a young and impressionable
student, unacquainted with any system of thought that satisfied his
head and heart, should not have been deeply affected, to the
point of at least a temporary conversion, by the enthusiastic and
scholarly devotion of Mr. Morris, this effect was far from being
the only source of my own "Hegelianism." The 'eighties and
'nineties were a time of new ferment in English thought; the
reaction against atomic individualism and sensationalistic
empiricism was in full swing. It was the time of Thomas Hill Green, of
the two Cairds, of Wallace, of the appearance of the Essays in
Philosophical Criticism, cooperatively produced by a younger
group under the leadership of the late Lord Haldane. This
movement was at the time the vital and constructive one in
philosophy. Naturally its influence fell in with and reinforced that of
Professor Morris. There was but one marked difference, and
that, I think, was in favor of Mr. Morris. He came to Kant
through Hegel instead of to Hegel by way of Kant, so that his
attitude toward Kant was the critical one expressed by Hegel
himself. Moreover, he retained something of his early Scotch



philosophical training in a common-sense belief in the existence
of the external world. He used to make merry over those who
thought the existence of this world and of matter were things to
be proved by philosophy. To him the only philosophical question
was as to the meaning of this existence; his idealism was wholly
of the objective type. Like his contemporary, Professor John
Watson, of Kingston, he combined a logical and idealistic
metaphysics with a realistic epistemology. Through his teacher at
Berlin, Trendelenburg, he had acquired a great reverence for
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Aristotle, and he had no difficulty in uniting Aristoteleanism with
Hegelianism.
There were, however, also "subjective" reasons for the appeal
that Hegel's thought made to me; it supplied a demand for
unification that was doubtless an intense emotional craving, and yet
was a hunger that only an intellectualized subject-matter could
satisfy. It is more than difficult, it is impossible, to recover that
early mood. But the sense of divisions and separations that were,
I suppose, borne in upon me as a consequence of a heritage of
New England culture, divisions by way of isolation of self from
the world, of soul from body, of nature from God, brought a
painful oppression—or, rather, they were an inward laceration.
My earlier philosophic study had been an intellectual gymnastic.
Hegel's synthesis of subject and object, matter and spirit, the
divine and the human, was, however, no mere intellectual formula;
it operated as an immense release, a liberation. Hegel's treatment
of human culture, of institutions and the arts, involved the same
dissolution of hard-and-fast dividing walls, and had a special
attraction for me.
As I have already intimated, while the conflict of traditional
religious beliefs with opinions that I could myself honestly
entertain was the source of a trying personal crisis, it did not at any
time constitute a leading philosophical problem. This might look
as if the two things were kept apart; in reality it was due to a
feeling that any genuinely sound religious experience could and
should adapt itself to whatever beliefs one found oneself
intellectually entitled to hold—a half unconscious sense at first, but one
which ensuing years have deepened into a fundamental
conviction. In consequence, while I have, I hope, a due degree of
personal sympathy with individuals who are undergoing the throes
of a personal change of attitude, I have not been able to attach
much importance to religion as a philosophic problem; for the
effect of that attachment seems to be in the end a subornation of
candid philosophic thinking to the alleged but factitious needs of
some special set of convictions. I have enough faith in the depth
of the religious tendencies of men to believe that they will adapt
themselves to any required intellectual change, and that it is
futile (and likely to be dishonest) to forecast prematurely just
what forms the religious interest will take as a final consequence
of the great intellectual transformation that is going on. As I
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have been frequently criticized for undue reticence about the
problems of religion, I insert this explanation: it seems to me that
the great solicitude of many persons, professing belief in the
universality of the need for religion, about the present and future of
religion proves that in fact they are moved more by partisan
interest in a particular religion than by interest in religious experience.
The chief reason, however, for inserting these remarks at this
point is to bring out a contrast effect. Social interests and



problems from an early period had to me the intellectual appeal and
provided the intellectual sustenance that many seem to have
found primarily in religious questions. In undergraduate days I
had run across, in the college library, Harriet Martineau's
exposition of Comte. I cannot remember that his law of "the three
stages" affected me particularly; but his idea of the disorganized
character of Western modern culture, due to a disintegrative
"individualism," and his idea of a synthesis of science that should
be a regulative method of an organized social life, impressed me
deeply. I found, as I thought, the same criticisms combined with
a deeper and more far-reaching integration in Hegel. I did not, in
those days when I read Francis Bacon, detect the origin of the
Comtean idea in him, and I had not made acquaintance with
Condorcet, the connecting link.
I drifted away from Hegelianism in the next fifteen years; the
word "drifting" expresses the slow and, for a long time,
imperceptible character of the movement, though it does not convey
the impression that there was an adequate cause for the change.
Nevertheless I should never think of ignoring, much less
denying, what an astute critic occasionally refers to as a novel
discovery—that acquaintance with Hegel has left a permanent deposit
in my thinking. The form, the schematism, of his system now
seems to me artificial to the last degree. But in the content of his
ideas there is often an extraordinary depth; in many of his
analyses, taken out of their mechanical dialectical setting, an
extraordinary acuteness. Were it possible for me to be a devotee of any
system, I still should believe that there is greater richness and
greater variety of insight in Hegel than in any other single
systematic philosopher—though when I say this I exclude Plato,
who still provides my favorite philosophic reading. For I am
unable to find in him that all-comprehensive and overriding system
which later interpretation has, as it seems to me, conferred upon
― 155 ―
him as a dubious boon. The ancient sceptics overworked another
aspect of Plato's thought when they treated him as their spiritual
father, but they were nearer the truth, I think, than those who
force him into the frame of a rigidly systematized doctrine.
Although I have not the aversion to system as such that is
sometimes attributed to me, I am dubious of my own ability to reach
inclusive systematic unity, and in consequence, perhaps, of that
fact also dubious about my contemporaries. Nothing could be
more helpful to present philosophizing than a "Back to Plato"
movement; but it would have to be back to the dramatic, restless,
cooperatively inquiring Plato of the Dialogues, trying one mode
of attack after another to see what it might yield; back to the
Plato whose highest flight of metaphysics always terminated with
a social and practical turn, and not to the artificial Plato
constructed by unimaginative commentators who treat him as the
original university professor.
The rest of the story of my intellectual development I am
unable to record without more faking than I care to indulge in.
What I have so far related is so far removed in time that I can talk
about myself as another person; and much has faded, so that a
few points stand out without my having to force them into the
foreground. The philosopher, if I may apply that word to myself,
that I became as I moved away from German idealism, is too
much the self that I still am and is still too much in process of
change to lend itself to record. I envy, up to a certain point, those
who can write their intellectual biography in a unified pattern,



woven out of a few distinctly discernible strands of interest and
influence. By contrast, I seem to be unstable, chameleon-like,
yielding one after another to many diverse and even
incompatible influences; struggling to assimilate something from each and
yet striving to carry it forward in a way that is logically
consistent with what has been learned from its predecessors. Upon the
whole, the forces that have influenced me have come from
persons and from situations more than from books—not that I have
not, I hope, learned a great deal from philosophical writings, but
that what I have learned from them has been technical in
comparison with what I have been forced to think upon and about
because of some experience in which I found myself entangled. It
is for this reason that I cannot say with candor that I envy
completely, or envy beyond a certain point, those to whom I have
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referred. I like to think, though it may be a defense reaction, that
with all the inconveniences of the road I have been forced to
travel, it has the compensatory advantage of not inducing an
immunity of thought to experiences—which perhaps, after all,
should not be treated even by a philosopher as the germ of a
disease to which he needs to develop resistance.
While I cannot write an account of intellectual development
without giving it the semblance of a continuity that it does not in
fact own, there are four special points that seem to stand out.
One is the importance that the practice and theory of education
have had for me: especially the education of the young, for I
have never been able to feel much optimism regarding the
possibilities of "higher" education when it is built upon warped and
weak foundations. This interest fused with and brought together
what might otherwise have been separate interests—that in
psychology and that in social institutions and social life. I can recall
but one critic who has suggested that my thinking has been too
much permeated by interest in education. Although a book called
Democracy and Education was for many years that in which my
philosophy, such as it is, was most fully expounded, I do not
know that philosophic critics, as distinct from teachers, have
ever had recourse to it. I have wondered whether such facts
signified that philosophers in general, although they are themselves
usually teachers, have not taken education with sufficient
seriousness for it to occur to them that any rational person could
actually think it possible that philosophizing should focus about
education as the supreme human interest in which, moreover,
other problems, cosmological, moral, logical, come to a head. At
all events, this handle is offered to any subsequent critic who
may wish to lay hold of it.
A second point is that as my study and thinking progressed, I
became more and more troubled by the intellectual scandal that
seemed to me involved in the current (and traditional) dualism in
logical standpoint and method between something called
"science" on the one hand and something called "morals" on the
other. I have long felt that the construction of a logic, that is, a
method of effective inquiry, which would apply without abrupt
breach of continuity to the fields designated by both of these
words, is at once our needed theoretical solvent and the supply
of our greatest practical want. This belief has had much more to
― 157 ―
do with the development of what I termed, for lack of a better
word, "instrumentalism," than have most of the reasons that
have been assigned.



The third point forms the great exception to what was said
about no very fundamental vital influence issuing from books; it
concerns the influence of William James. As far as I can discover
one specifiable philosophic factor which entered into my
thinking so as to give it a new direction and quality, it is this one. To
say that it proceeded from his Psychology rather than from the
essays collected in the volume called Will to Believe, his
Pluralistic Universe, or Pragmatism, is to say something that needs
explanation. For there are, I think, two unreconciled strains in the
Psychology. One is found in the adoption of the subjective tenor
of prior psychological tradition; even when the special tenets of
that tradition are radically criticized, an underlying subjectivism
is retained, at least in vocabulary—and the difficulty in finding a
vocabulary which will intelligibly convey a genuinely new idea is
perhaps the obstacle that most retards the easy progress of
philosophy. I may cite as an illustration the substitution of the
"stream of consciousness" for discrete elementary states: the
advance made was enormous. Nevertheless the point of view
remained that of a realm of consciousness set off by itself. The
other strain is objective, having its roots in a return to the earlier
biological conception of the psyche, but a return possessed of a
new force and value due to the immense progress made by
biology since the time of Aristotle. I doubt if we have as yet begun to
realize all that is due to William James for the introduction and
use of this idea; as I have already intimated, I do not think that
he fully and consistently realized it himself. Anyway, it worked
its way more and more into all my ideas and acted as a ferment
to transform old beliefs.
If this biological conception and mode of approach had been
prematurely hardened by James, its effect might have been merely
to substitute one schematism for another. But it is not tautology
to say that James's sense of life was itself vital. He had a
profound sense, in origin artistic and moral, perhaps, rather than
"scientific," of the difference between the categories of the living
and of the mechanical; some time, I think, someone may write
an essay that will show how the most distinctive factors in his
general philosophic view, pluralism, novelty, freedom,
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individuality, are all connected with his feeling for the qualities and traits
of that which lives. Many philosophers have had much to say
about the idea of organism; but they have taken it structurally
and hence statically. It was reserved for James to think of life in
terms of life in action. This point, and that about the objective
biological factor in James's conception of thought
(discrimination, abstraction, conception, generalization), is fundamental
when the role of psychology in philosophy comes under
consideration. It is true that the effect of its introduction into
philosophy has often, usually, been to dilute and distort the latter. But
that is because the psychology was bad psychology.
I do not mean that I think that in the end the connection of
psychology with philosophy is, in the abstract, closer than is that
of other branches of science. Logically it stands on the same
plane with them. But historically and at the present juncture the
revolution introduced by James had, and still has, a peculiar
significance. On the negative side it is important, for it is
indispensable as a purge of the heavy charge of bad psychology that is so
embedded in the philosophical tradition that it is not generally
recognized to be psychology at all. As an example, I would say
that the problem of "sense data," which occupies such a great



bulk in recent British thinking, has to my mind no significance
other than as a survival of an old and outworn psychological
doctrine—although those who deal with the problem are for the
most part among those who stoutly assert the complete
irrelevance of psychology to philosophy. On the positive side we have
the obverse of this situation. The newer objective psychology
supplies the easiest way, pedagogically if not in the abstract, by
which to reach a fruitful conception of thought and its work,
and thus to better our logical theories—provided thought and
logic have anything to do with one another. And in the present
state of men's minds the linking of philosophy to the significant
issues of actual experience is facilitated by constant interaction
with the methods and conclusions of psychology. The more
abstract sciences, mathematics and physics, for example, have left
their impress deep upon traditional philosophy. The former, in
connection with an exaggerated anxiety about formal certainty,
has more than once operated to divorce philosophic thinking
from connection with questions that have a source in existence.
The remoteness of psychology from such abstractions, its
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nearness to what is distinctively human, gives it an emphatic claim
for a sympathetic hearing at the present time.
In connection with an increasing recognition of this human
aspect, there developed the influence which forms the fourth
heading of this recital. The objective biological approach of the
Jamesian psychology led straight to the perception of the
importance of distinctive social categories, especially communication
and participation. It is my conviction that a great deal of our
philosophizing needs to be done over again from this point of
view, and that there will ultimately result an integrated synthesis
in a philosophy congruous with modern science and related to
actual needs in education, morals, and religion. One has to take
a broad survey in detachment from immediate prepossessions to
realize the extent to which the characteristic traits of the science
of to-day are connected with the development of social subjects
—anthropology, history, politics, economics, language and
literature, social and abnormal psychology, and so on. The
movement is both so new, in an intellectual sense, and we are so much
of it and it so much of us, that it escapes definite notice.
Technically the influence of mathematics upon philosophy is more
obvious; the great change that has taken place in recent years in
the ruling ideas and methods of the physical sciences attracts
attention much more easily than does the growth of the social
subjects, just because it is farther away from impact upon us.
Intellectual prophecy is dangerous; but if I read the cultural signs of
the times aright, the next synthetic movement in philosophy will
emerge when the significance of the social sciences and arts has
become an object of reflective attention in the same way that
mathematical and physical sciences have been made the objects
of thought in the past, and when their full import is grasped. If I
read these signs wrongly, nevertheless the statement may stand as
a token of a factor significant in my own intellectual development.
In any case, I think it shows a deplorable deadness of
imagination to suppose that philosophy will indefinitely revolve within
the scope of the problems and systems that two thousand years
of European history have bequeathed to us. Seen in the long
perspective of the future, the whole of western European history is a
provincial episode. I do not expect to see in my day a genuine, as
distinct from a forced and artificial, integration of thought. But a



mind that is not too egotistically impatient can have faith that
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this unification will issue in its season. Meantime a chief task of
those who call themselves philosophers is to help get rid of the
useless lumber that blocks our highways of thought, and strive to
make straight and open the paths that lead to the future. Forty
years spent in wandering in a wilderness like that of the present
is not a sad fate—unless one attempts to make himself believe
that the wilderness is after all itself the promised land.
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