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Religious Experience and “the Unconscious” :
In William James’ Perspective on Psychology

Makoto SAWAI

The aim of this paper is to consider the relationship between religious experience and “the
unconscious” from William James’ perspective on psychology. In The Varieties of Religious
Experience, he proposes the concept of a “field of consciousness,” in line with such
contemporary psychological trends as those of Herbert Spencer and Pierre Janet. Based on the
theoretical discussion presented in his previous work, The Principles of Psychology, James
focuses on three aspects of consciousness in his Varieties. First, consciousness possesses an
indefinite range or margin, which is unknown to the subject. Second, consciousness cannot be
described accurately. Third, the range of consciousness varies on an individual basis. Moreover,
James regarded Phantasms of the Living, written by Frederic W. H. Myers, Edmund Gurney, and
Frank Podmore, as a remarkable achievement. For him, this book represented the discovery of the
“unconscious,” which differed from the theory of “ordinary psychology” common to period.

As is well known, in Die Traumdeutung, Freud argues that dreams are caused by wish
fulfillment. He raises the concept of the ‘“unconscious” (Unbewusste) in relation to the
“subconscious” (Vorbewusste) and the “consciousness” (Bewusstsein) . Janet, based on studies
of hysteric patients, proposes in his L’automatisme psychologique the concept of “subconscious”

(subconscient), which he regards as a corruption of “the faculties of synthesis.” On the other
hand, Myers proposes the concept of “subliminal,” which is broader than both the concepts of the
“unconscious” and the “subconscious.” In the context of “modem spiritualism,” Myers intends,
by using these concepts, to account for various different phenomena. While for Janet, the “second
consciousness” is a part of a single subject in the “subconscious,” Myers’ “subliminal” is a
“reservoir” that cannot be acknowledged by one’s senses. Moreover, Myers’ concept
comprehends not only the “mind,” but also the “soul” or the “supernatural.”

Based on these considerations, James utilizes the “subconscious” in the concluding chapter of
his Varieties. This implies that the concept of “subconscious” had been already accepted in the
broader field of psychology by his time. James’ approach to religious experience was closely in
relation to the contemporary psychological theories about the “unconscious.”
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