
CI-IAPTER 'l"I-IREE 

The Primacy of the Abstract 

I did nol bring a vvrittcn paper as I to leave it to the course 
of the discusr-;iun to dcterlnine jn what di.rection I could lJcst supplc-
rncnt it. llerhaps, ho\vevcr, it quite as much a tacit hope that the 
discus810n ,vould pro\t1.cie lrle ,vi til all excuse to talk alJout a problem 
in \vhich at tl1C moment I alII lTIuch interested but on vvhich my 
ideas have not yet reached tIle clarity required lor writing a formal 
paper. l\S I ,vas listening I have indeed come to the conclusion that 
this is tIle lllost useful thing I can attempt to do and I am now taking 
Illy courage in both llands to present to you, as ,,,,ell as I can from a 
fh,,, notes., 1 some half-baked ideas about \vhat I }lave called 'The 
PriIl1acy of the Abstract'. 

I 

Wllat I shall try to explain under this paradoxical heading seems to 
me in sonlC vvays merely a final stell in a long de,,"cloprnent, 
\vQuld probably have been explicitly formu1atcd SOOlC time ago llad 
it not required tIle overcoming of a. barrier built into the language 
'Vllich we have to employ. This is s}10wn by the nec{$sity' hl which I 
found nlyself of describing my subject by an apparent contradiction 
in ternlS. We simply have no ()tller suitable tcrln to describe wllat 
VlC call 'abstract' than this expression \vhich implies that \ve deal 
,vith sorncthing 'abstracted' or derived from some other previously 

* Reprinted from the ' ... "-Ipbach Symposium', Bt!)Iond Redudionism, edt A. Koestler and 
R. Sluythies, London, 1969, fOT which I had written up from my notes the essence 

of a talk I had giver" at Alpbach on 7 June J968. 
I 'fhe num.bered paragraphs in the present written paper correspond to the headings of 

the notes fronl which I spoke. Beyond this I have followed only partly the transcript of 
the tape recording. Not everything as now written was contained or canle out clearly 
in the oral presentation. 
I could. of coursc1 instead have spoken of 'the primacy of the but this would 
not ha\'e h,ul tlw shock effect which is the mcl'it of the phrase chosen. 
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existing mental entity or entities wInch in some are ricller or 
'more The contention \Vllich I want to expound and 
defend 11cre is that, on the contrary, all tIle conscious experience that 
we regard as relatively COllcretc and primary, in particular all 
sensations, perceptions and images, are the product of a super-
imposition of many of the events perceived according 
to their significance in Inany respects. These classifications are to us 
difficult or impossible to disentangle because they l1appen simul-
taneously, but are nevertheless tIle constituents of the richer experi-
ences ,vhich are built up from these abstract elemoents. 

My main concern in all this ,viII not be to argue the trutll of my 
contention but to ask ,vhat is jts significance if true. I shall ill a 
moment try to· show that the phrase of tIle title merely brings under 
one heading several conceptions ,vhich llavc emerged independently 
in different fields. r"I'hey ",rill not l)e quoted as conclusive evidence 
for the truth of my thesis} but merely as a justification for examining 
the consequences that ,·vould follow ifit \vere true. "\Vithout entering 
into a detailed account of the different theories in question, these 
references must remain very sllInmary and incomplete. But I \vant 
to leave as much time as possible for sh.owing in \v]lat \vay the 
conception suggested might provide a clue to a number of interesting 
questions, and l1ave a liberating effect on one's thinking. 

2 

First I want to explain more fully ,vhat I mean by the 'primacy' of 
the abstract. I do not mean by this primarily a genetic sequence, 
although an evolutionary movement fronl the perception of abstract 
patterns to that of particular objects is also involved. The primacy 
witl1 which I am mai111y concerned is a causal one, that is, it refers 
to what, ill the explanation of mental phenomena, must come first 
and can be used to explain tIle other. I do not ,vish to deny that in our 
conscious experience, or introspectively, concrete particulars occupy 
the central place and the abstractions appear to be derived from 
them. But this subjective experience appears to me to be tIle source 
of the error with which I am concerned, the appearance \ovhieh 
l)rcvcnts lIS from recognizing that these concrete particulars are tIle 

:1 l·'ur .. 1 of this, nne! few related I shall nsr., Dly 
hook ·/71,' St'lHmy Orrir.r, 1.uJldon anrl ( :hic'agu, in as it now Srf'JllS 10 

Inc·, IHllf'h or what I !lhaU tfl alrl':uly irllplidlly (:orHniuc·cl. 
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product of abstractions whicll the mind must possess in order that it 
should be able to experience particular sensations, perceptions) or 
images, If, indeed, all ,.ye arc a\vare of aTe concrete particulars, this 
does not preclude our being aware of tlleln only because the mind is 
capable of operating in accordance with abstract rules \vhjch \\-'e 
can discover in that Blind, hut \Vllicll it must llave possessed before 
we \vcrc able to perceive the particulars fi"om ,,yhich ,·ve believe the 
abstractions to be derived,. What I contend, in short, Is that the mind 
must be capable of performillg abstract operations in order to be 
able to perceive particulars, and that this capacity appears 
before we can speak of a conscious awareness of particulars. Sub-
jectively, we live in a concrete world and Inay llave the greatest 
difficulty in discovering evell a fe\v of the abstract relations \vlrich 
enable us 10 discriminate bchveen different things and to respond 
to them differentially. But \VhCl1 we ,.yant to explain ,'Vhat makes us 
tick, \ve must start with the abstract relations governing the order 
which, as a whole, gives particulars their distinct place. 

So far this may sound pretty obvious, but when \ve reflect on the 
implications) tlley would mean little less than that psychology and 
the theory of knowledge frequently start at the \vrong end. From 
tIle assertion that the abstract presupposes the concrete ratller than 
the concrete the abstract (in the sense tllat in the mind the abstract 
can exist without the concrete, l)ut 110t the concrete \vithout the 
abstract) a \vholly erroneous approach results whicll treats as given 
wllat most requires explanation. 

3 
Let me no\v remind you briefly of the chief developments in the 
various disciplines cOllcerned, \vhich seem to me instances of my 
general proposition. The chief support comes" of course, from 

and especially from tIle dummy experiments v{ith fishes 
and birds that show that they respond in the same manner to a great 
va.riety of shapes v{hich have only some very abstract features in 

It seems to follow tllat probably most animals recognize, 
110t vvhat we would regard as concrete particulars, or particular 
iutlividuals, but abstract features lOIlg before +l1ey can identify 
particulars. This is indicated most clearly by the theoretical frame-
wOl'k developed by ethology, which distinguishes between the 

.. and the n1cchanism through which these 
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evoke certain 'action patterns', ,vhere both concepts refer not to 
particular events, but to classes of cOlubinations of stimuli and their 
effects in inducing a preparedness for one of a class of actions, whicll 
are botll definable only in abstract tcrlns. 4 

Similar insightc; have been gained hy human sensory ps)'chology 
in the course of its gradual emancipation from the conception of 
simple elementary sensations from which, in a mosaic fasJ-lion, the 
representations of the environment ,,,ere supposed to be built Up.5 

From H. von Helmholtz"s still insufficiently appreciated conception 
of 'unconscious inference' alld the ideas of C .. S. Peircc6 to 
F. liartlett's intcrprctatiol1 of perceptions as 'inferential COllstnlcts', 
of \Vl1ich I(oestlcr has renul1ded us, anu culminatil1g in tIle Gestalt 
school, which now proves to have emphasized only one aspect of a 
much "rider phenornenon, 7 they all stress in Olle way or anotllcr that 
our perception of the external ,"vorid is made possible by the mind 
possessing an organizing capacity; and that what used to be caIIed 
elementary qualities are its product ratl1er than its material.S 

Another important development in a similar direction is tlle 
increasing awareness that all our actions must be conceived of as 
being guided by rules of which we are not conscious but ,-vlncIl in 
their joint influence enable us to exercise extremely complicated 
skills without having any idea of the particular sequence of move .. 
ments involved. (This capacity is of tell inadequately described as 
'intuitive kno\vlcdge'.) From Gilbert Ryle's no\v familiar distinction 
bet\Veell tlle ckno""'ledge ho\\,' to do a thing and tIle 'knowledge that' 
it is so and SO,9 througll 1\fichacl PolanyPs analysis of skills (and the 
closely connected concept of 'pllysiognolny' perception'), 10 to R. S. 

4 cr., for example, W. H. Thorpe, Learning and Instinct in Animals. 2nd ed"l London, 1963, 
P·130 .. 

5 See on \vhat immediately fo110\\'8 my The Sensory Order quoted before. 
6 C. S. Peirce, Colleded Papers, vol. I, p. 38. 
7 In a paper which I llave come to 1010\'\7 only since delivering this talk, M. Merleau-

Pouty discus.s;es under a heading very similar to that of this paper, the 'prin1acy of 
pcl.-:eption' oYer sensation. See his volunlc1 Tht Primaf:) of Perception, cd. J. Edie, 
Evanston, lIt, 1964, pp. 12 ff. 

8 Cf. further J. C. Gibson, The Perception of tlu Visual World, Boston, I W. 1-1. 'I'horpc, 
Ope ci'.;t p. l29, and particularly Ivo Kohler7 'Experiments with Coggles', Scienlijic 
American, May 1962, \vho speaks of the 'general r,Jles' by which the visual system learns 
to correct exceedingly complex and variable distortions produced by priSlnatic 
spectacles. 

9 G. RyJe, cKnowing ho\v and knowing that', Proc. Arid. SOC4 I945-fi." a.1Hl 11zr. l:lJIu:el,1 
of Mind, London, 1949. 

10M. Polanyi, Personal KllowltdRe, London, J 

I I 
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Peters's highly importallt discussion of the sigyuficance of tlon-
artic.ulated rules in deternlining action, there has been an increasing 
stress 011 mental fa.ctors whicl1 govern all our acting and thinking 
v'li thou t being kno\vn to lIS, and which C(ln be described ollly as 
abst.ract rules guiding us without our knowledge .. 

r!'he field, however, in \viliclt it has eonle out most clearly that our 
ITlcntal activities arc 110L guided soleJy or {!VCIl chiefly by tlle particu .. 
lars at \vhiC'h they arc eOllsciously directed, or of \o\'hich the acting 
nlind is a\vare, but' llY abstract rules \vhich it cannot be said to know 
yet \vhicll nevertheless guide is 1l1odern linguistics. I do not kno",· 
enough al>out it to discuss it at any length, but the chief point llas 
indeed been hrougl1t out as lOllg as 200 Yf'a.rs ago hy i\dan1 li'erguson 
in one of n"ly favourite passages of his great \\'ork ,,"vhiell I cannot 
refrain {rorTI quoting: II 

The pcasaTlt, or the child, (:an reason and judge, and SlJcak his 
language, \vitrl a a a.nd a regard to 
analogy, \vhlch perplex tIle log.ician, the moralist, and the 
granlf11arial1, when they would find principles upon which 
the proceeding- is grounded, or \vhen they \vould bring to 
general rule, \vhat is so fanliliar, and so well sustained in 
particular 

You all know 110\V £'1r this eonception of tIle elaborate theory of tIle 
g-ramrrlClr of his \vl1ich the slllall child call observe witllout 
having any conscious idea of its existence !las been l)y Noam 

and llis .school of transfornlational-generative gramInar. 

1· 
\Vhen I now turn to tIle substance of my thesis it \\Jill be expedient 
to hegin by considering, not ho,v "v'e the external \vorld, 
I )ut how tllis interpretation governs our actions. I t is easier first to 
show how particular actions are determined by tI-Ie superimposition 
of various instructions concerning the several attributes of tIle action 

II Adara Ferguson, An ESSQ] Qtl tile iii510ry London, 
N. s'Gravcnhagc) 1957. J notice in. R. Ii. A 
Shorl Hutory Q[ Lin.trui.itic.r, London, 1967, p. E?6, that L. IIjthllslev in hi.'i (·al·Jy 
Priucipf..r de gineraIt, 19:.!A, pp. 15, dt'nlandcd fl uHiv('rlial 
llalllbstrait cOlnprising the to languag(: and diflcrt.·ully 
ill ,1t,ll.' (:OIu;r,!t., lin' ,tach partkuhu· "lie wlJil'.h r cJU()tc: lhr ttLt' usC" 
.UHJ "c'oucn't<" jn thi!o; t:oluln:lioll. 

I I 
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to be taken, and only aftervvardR to consider in \\t·hat sense the per-
ception of events can also be as a subsumlnation of particu-
lar stimuli, or groups of stimuli, as elements of an al)stract class to 
which a response possessing certain cllaraeteristics is appropriate. 

The most convenient starting point is the conception of a disposi-
tion (or 'set', or propensity, or state) which makes all organism 
inclined to respond to stimuli of a certain class, 110t by a particular 
response, but by a response of a certain kind. vVhat I mean to show 
in this connection is tllat what I have called an abstraction is 
primarily suell a disposition towards certain ranges of actions, that 
the various 'quali6es' Wl1ich ,ve attribute to our sensations and 
perceptions are these dispositions \vhicll tIley evoke, aJ.1d that botll 
the specification of a particular experienced event1 and the specifica-
tion of a particular response to itj are tIle result of a superimposition 
of many such dispositions to kinds of actions, 1-vllich result in the 
connection of particular stimuli with particular actions .. 

I l1eed not enter here into the detail of the physiological processes 
involved through whicll, by raisiIIg the threshold of excitation of a 
great mal1Y other neurons, the stream of ilnpulses issuing from one 
\vill put a great many others hI a state of preparedness to act. 1'he 
important point is that only very rarely if ever will a single signal sent 
out from the highest levels of the nervous system evoke an invariable 
action pattern, and that norolally the particular sequence of move-
ments of particular mllscles "vill be the joint result of many super ... 
imposed dispositions. A disposition will tllllS, strictly speaking, not 
be directed towards a particular action, but towards an action 
possessing certain properties, and it \vill be the concurrent effect of 
many SUCIl dispositions which will determine the various attributes 
of a particular action. A disposition to act will be diTected towards 
a particular pattern of movements only in tIle abstract sense of 
pattern, and tl1e execution of the movement will take one of many 
different possible C011crete forms adjusted to the situation taken into 
account by the joint effect of many other dispositions existing at the 
moment. The particular movements of, say, a lion jumping on the 
neck of his prey, will be one of a range of movements in the deter-
mination of which account will be taken not only of direction, 
distance and speed of movement of the prey, but also of the state of 
the ground (whether smooth or rough, hard or soft), whether it is 
covered or open territory, the state of fitness of the lion's various 
limbs - all being present as together with its clisposilion 

rip') 
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to jump. Every one of these dispositions will refer not to a particular 
action but to attributes of any action to be takell \\rhilc the dis-
positions in question last. It will equally govern the lion's action if it 
decides to slink a\vay instead of jumping. 

The difference bet\veen such a deterlnination of an action and the 
tlnique response of ,vhat we usually call a tnechanism wIlen we pull 
a trigger or press a button, is that each of the various signals ulti-
mately determining the action of the organism at first activates 
merely a tendency to,·vards one of a range of in some respect eq uiva .. 
lent movements; and it will be the overlapping of many gCIleric 
instructions (corresponding to different 'considerations') which will 
select a particular movement. 

These several dispositions to\vards kinds of movements can be 
regarded as adaptations to typical features of the environment, and 
the 'recognition' of such features as the activation of the kind of 
dispositiol1 adapted to them. The perception of something as 
'round', for example j would t}lUS consist essentially in the arousal of 
a disposition towards a class of mo\remcnts of the limbs or the whole 
body \vhich have in comlnon only that they consist of a succession of 
movements of the several muscles which in different scales, dimen-
sions and directions lead to what we call a round movemento It will 
be these capacities to act in a kind of manner, or of imposing upon 
the movements certain general characteristics adapted to certain 
attributes of the envirOllment, which operate as the classifiers 
identifying certain combinations of stimuli as being of the same 
kind. The action patterns of a very general cllaracter which the 
organisrn is capable of imposing upon its movements operate thus 
as moulds into which the various effects upon it of the external world 
arc fitted. 

Wllat this amounts to is that all the of the external 
world which such an organism possesses consists in the action 
patterns \\Thich the stimuli tend to evoke, or, vnth special reference 
to the human mind, that what \ve call knowledge is primarily a 
system of rules of action assisted and modified by rules indicating 
equivalences or differences or various combinations of stimuli. This, 
1 believe, is the limited truth contained in behaviourism :13 that in 
13 A truth, how'ever, often much ;more clearly expressed by authors who were very far 

from being cr., for example, E. Cassirer, Philosophie de, symholi';chen 
It''ormen 11, Berlin, 1925, p. 193: 'Nicht das blosgc Betrachten, sondern d.as "run bildet 
d(On Mitt('lpunkt, von clem rur uns Menscben die gcistige Organisation Wirklich-
kt-it ihn·n nilllnlt.' 



the last resort aU percept.ions, images, concepts, 
etc. (lcrive theil' particular qualitat ive properties fi'OITI th e rules of 
action \-vhicll they put iIlto operation, and tIlat it .is nleaninglcss to 
speak of perceiviIlg or thinking except as a functIon of an acting 
orgal1isrn in which tIle differentiation of the stimuli manifests 
itself ill tIle differences of the dispositiollH to act \vhich they evoke.· 

TIle chief points I ,val1t to drive huule are that the prirnary 
cllaractcristic of an organism is a capacii y to govern its actions by 
rules which determine the properties of itx particular movenlents; 
that ill this sense its actions Inust be govetned by abstract categories 
long befi)re it cxpcricnecs conscious mental and tllat ,"vhat 
we call TI1ind is esselltiaIly a system of stich rules cOl1joinlly deter .. 
nlining particular actions. In the sphere of a<.:tioIl \vhat I have called 
'the primacy of the al)stracf \vould then nlcrcly nleall that tIle dis-
positions for a kind of action possessing certain I)roperties COllles 
first and the particula.r action is determined by the superimposition 
of many suell dispositions. 

5 
'rhere is still one special point 10 I must dra\v your attt:ntion 
ill COIlllcction ,vith these action I)a1.tcrns by ,,,hie}! the organism 
responds to - and thereby, as I like to call it., 'classifies' - the variollS 

on it of events in the external \vorld. This is the linlited extent 
in vyhich it can he said that these ac:tion patterns are built up by 

I l seems to Inc that the organism first develops nc\v 
potentialities for actions and that only aftcrvvards docs experience 
select and confirm tl10se \'Vhich arc useful as adaptations to typical 
characterislics of its environment .. There will thus be gradually 
developed by natural selection a repertory of action types adapted 
to standard features of the environrrlent. Organisms become capable 
of ever greater varieties of aetions, and learn to select among them, 
as a result of some the preservation of the individual or the 
species, wllile other possible actions conle to be similarly inhibited 
or confined to some special constellations of external conditions. 

Perhaps I should add, in ViC¥l of what vve have discussed earlier, 
that nothing in this commits us to a choice l>etween llativisln and 
ernpiricism, although it makes it seem probable that most of the 
action patterns by which the organism responds will be innate. The 
illlIJortant point is that the action patterns arc not built up by 
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mind, but that it is by a selection among mechanisms producing 
different action patterns tllat the system of rules of action is built up 
on whic.h rests ,,,hat we regard as an interpretation of the external 
\vorld by th.e mind. 

You may already have noticed that what I have been arguing is in 
some way related to certain. developments in the modenl theory of 
knowledge, especially Karl Popper's argulncnt agaillst 'inductivism' 
- Le. the argument that we cannot logically derive generalizations 
from particular experiences, but that tIle capacity to generalize 
comes first and the hypotheses thell tested and cOllfjrmed or 
refuted according to their effectiveness as guides to actions. As the 
organisIn plays with a great many action patterns of Wllicll some are 
confirmed and retained as conducive to the preservation of the 
species, corresponditlg structures of the nerv,Jus system producing 
appropriate dispositions ,vill first appear experin1entally and then 
either be retained or abandoned. 

I cannot here more than just mel1tiol1 that this approach evidently 
also sheds important light on the significaIlce of purely playful 
activities in the development both of animal and of human 
intelligence .. 

6 

While my chief contention is the primacy of the rules of action (or 
dispositions), which arc abstract in the sense tllat they merely impose 
certain attributes on particular actions (which constitute the 
'responses' by wlnch tile stimllii or cornbinations of stirrluli are 
classified), I will n.ow tum to the significance oftlns for the cognitive 
processes. I will put my main point first by stating that the 
[ormation of abstractions ought to be regarded not as actions of the 
human mind but rather as something ,vhich happens to the mind, 
or that alters tllat structUl"e of rela.tionships which we call the mind, 
and which consists of the system of abstract rules which govern its 
operation. In other words, ,vc ought to regard what we call mine{ 
as a system of allstract rules of action (each 'rule' defining a class 
of actions) which determines each action by a combination 
such rules; while every appearance of a new rule (or abstraction) 
constitutes a change ill that system, something Wl1icll it.s O\VJl 

operations cannot produce but \vlnch is brought :l.bout by 
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This implies that the ricllness of tIle sensory ,-vorld in Wllich we 
live, and ¥lllich defies exhaustive analysis by our mind, is not the 
starting point from ",fhic}1 the derives abstractions, but the 
product of a great range of abstractions ,"vhich the 111iIld must 
possess in order to be capable of experiencing that richness of the 
particular. TIle difference bct\veeIl this approach and tIle still 
predominant one is perl1aps best illustrated by an oft-quoted phrase 
of vVilliam ,Tames "vhicll is very characteristic of the idea that the 
primitive mind of a higher animal or a small child perceives concrete 
partict)lars but lacks abstract relations .. lames speaks of the 'bloom-
ing, confusion' of the baby's sensory experience of his 
eIlvironment. l'his presllIllably means tllat the baby can fully per-
ceive suell particulars as coloured spots, particular sounds; etc., 
but that for llim particulars are unordered. I am inclined to 
believe that, in the case of tIle baby as \vell as in that of higher 
animals, almost the exact opposite is true, namely that they experi-
ence a structured \vorld in \",hich the particulars arc very indistinct. 
The baby and the animal certainly do not live in the same sensory 
\vorld in ",'hie}1 ,ve But this is so, not because, though their 'sense 
data' are tIle same, they llave not yet beetl able to derive fronl them 
as many abstractions as we have done, but because of the muc11 
thinner net of ordering relations ,vhiell they possess - because the 
much smaller number of abstract classes under vvhich tlley can 
subsum.e their impressions makes the qualities \vhich their supposedly 
elementary sensations possess much less ricll. Our experience is 
so mucll richer than tlleirs as a consequence of our mind being 
equipped, not ,vith relations which are more abstract, but with a 
greater number of abstract relations not derived from given attributes 
of the It rather confers these attributes on the elements. 

7 
Some people are likely to object to this analysis on the ground that 
the term 'abstract' is properly attributed only to results of conscious 
thought. I sllall later return to this point and in fact question 
whether we can ever in tlle same sense be conscious of an abstraction 
in \vhich we are conscious of the intuitive perceptions of particular 
events or of images. But before I turn to this question I want to 
examine a tacit assumption \vhich seems to be uncritically 
ill 111()St discussions of these problenls. 
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It is generally taken for granted that in some Se11Se conscious 
experience constiultes the 'highest' level in the hierarchy of mental 
events, and tllat wllat is not consciotls has remained 'sub-conscious' 
because it llas not yet risell to tllat level. There call of course be no 
doubt tllat many neural processes through Wl1icll stimuli evoke 
actions do not become conscious because they proceed 011 literally 
too Iowa level of the central nervous system. But tIlls is no justi-
fication for assuming that all tIle events dctcrminillg action to 
which no distinct conscious experience corresponds are in this 
sense sUb-conscjous. If my conception is Gorrcct tllat rules of 
\vhich we are not aware determine the sensory (aIld other) 
which we consciously experience, this ,,,,ould meal1 that of much 
that happens in our mind \ve are not a\vare, not becau.se it proceeds 
at too lo\v a level but because it proceeds at too lligh a level. It 
would seem more appropriate to call such processes not 'sub-
conscious' but 'super-conscious', becallsc they gov""ern t11e conscious 
processes without appearing in them.14 'fhis \\'ould mean that \vhat 
we consciously experience is only a part., or the result, of processes of 
which we cannot be conscious, because it is only tIle multiple 
classification l)y the super-structure '\Vllicl1 assigns to a particular 
event tllat determined place in a comprehensive order wIn ell makes 
it a conscious event. 

This brings me back to the question of whether \VC can ever be 
conscious of all the higher abstractions which govcrll our thinking. 
It is rather significant in this connection that ,ve seen1 to be unable to 
use such abstractions without resort to concrete symbols which 
appear to 11ave the capacity of evoking the abstract operations that 
the mind is capable of performing, but of which \ve cannot form an 
intuitive 'picture', and of \vhich, in this sense, \ve are not conscious. 
It seems to me that if we ask wllether "re can ever strictly be conscious 
of an abstraction in tIle same sense in whiclL ,ve are conscious of 
something that we perceive with our senses, the answer is at least 
uncertain. Is what vve call an abstraction perhaps something which 
had better be described as an operation of the mind and which it 
can be induced to perform by the perception of approprjate symbols, 
but which can never (figure' in conscious experience? 1 would 
suggest that at least those abstractions of which it can in some sense 

14 1 did not mention in my oral exposition, and therefore will not enlarge on. llw 
obvious relation of all this to Kant's conception of the that nUl' 
thinking .- which I took rather fi)r granted. 
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I U" sa.id that \ve are aware of tllem, and can communicate them, are 
.to phenomenon, late discoveries by our milld reflecting on 
itself, and to be distingui')hcd from their prilnary significances as 

to our acting and thinking. 

8 
'J'hc point in all this \vhich I find most difficult to bring out clearly 
is that the iormatiol1 of a new abstraction seems never to be the out-
come of a conscious process, not something at \vhich the Dlin(i can 
(lcliberately aim, but always a discovery of sometIring \vhich already 
guides its This is closely connected with tIle fact that the 
capacity for abstraction manifests itself already in the actions of 
organisnls to Wllicll \ve surely l1avc no reason to attribute anytlling 
like consciousness, and that. our own actions ccrtain]y provide ample 

of being governed by abstract rules of which \,ve are not 
a\vare. 

Inlay perllaps mcntiOI! 11ere my interest in two apparently wholly 
different prob1ems, namely the problem of what makes the observed 
action of other persons intelligible to us, and the problem o[,vllat '\Ie 
Inean by the expression 'sense of justice'. 1 u In t11is connection I 
\,Vil.S driven to the conclusions that both our capacity to recognize 
otller people's actions as meaningful, and the capacity to judge 
aetions of our own or of otl1crs as just or unjust, must be based on the 
1)OSsession of highly abstract nlles governing our actions, altllough 
\\'e arc not aware of their existence and even less capable of ardell-
la.ting them in \vords. Recent developments in tIle theory of linguistics 
at last make explicit tllose rules to \¥hich older linguists used to refer 
as the Sprachgifiilll16 - \vhic}l -is clearly a phenomenon of the 
sort as the sense of justice (Rechtsgejiihl). Once more the jurists, as they 
did in ancient Rome,!? could probably learn a great deal from the 
LgTanlnlarians'. The point \vhicl1 the lawyers have yet to learll is 
t hat what i') 'felt but not reasoned' is not, as the word 'feel' 
Inight 'Suggest, a matter of emotion, but is determined by processes 

I:' {!C chapters 3, 4 and I J in my in PoliJics Economics, London and 
(!hic.ago, 1967, and section 3 of my pamphlet., The Corifusion of Langllage in Jlolilical 
'J /toug.ht, l'eprinted as chapter 6 of this book . 

• ,; F. Kainz, der vol. IV, Stuttgart, 1956, p. 3+3: 'Die Ntlrmell, 
Sprachvcrwcndcll stcur.rn, das Richtige VODl Falschcl'l sqnd(:ro; blldcn in 

rlaS" SP1'6lfhg<{uh1. t I', Pdt'l' Sic-ill, U,''.!"I",· 111';,\. I!)(j(j, 
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"',vIlich, though not conscious, have much more in com mOll widl 
intellectual tItan \vith emotion.al processes. 

r"fllerc is still another problem of language on- "\vhich I must 
briefly touch .. It is probably l)ccause in the devcloptnent of language 
concrete terms secrn to precede abstract terms that it is generally 
believed that the concrete precedes tIle I suspect that even 
th.e terms 'concrete' and 'abstract' were introduced by some ancient 
Latiil grammarian and then taken over by the logicialls ancl 
philosopllers. evell if the evolution of ,vorda sllould proceed 
from concrete to abstract this not disprove that mental 
development proceeds in the opposite direction. Once \ve realize 
that the ca}Jacity to act ill accordallce with very abstract rules is 
much older tllan language, alld that man cleveloping language was 
already guided by a great llii.U1Y abstract rules of action, the fact 
(if it is a fact) that language bcgillS ,vitil nalncs for relatively- con-
crete things would tnean no Inore than that in the development of 
language the seq.uenee characteristic of the development of nlind 
is reversed. 

Even that rnay be true, DIlly ifwe nlean by language tlle 
words of which it is made up and n\Jt also the man.ner in \vhich we 
handle tIle \ovords. We do not knovv, of course, wllethcr ,'Deal signs 
for such abstract concepts as 'dallger' or 'food' actually appea.red 
earlier thatl names for particular things. Bllt if they did not, this i.s 
probably due to the fact, already mentioned., tIl at of such 
a.bstractions no conscious image can be formed but that tlley are 
represented dirt;ctly by dispositions to certain kinds of actions, while 
words were developed largely to e"okc images of absent things. 
I-Iowevcr that may be, it does not seem to me to mean that if in 
language abstract terms appear relatively late, '\vc can draw from 
this any conclusions concerning the development of the mental 
faculties "vhich govern all action (including speaking). 

To identify and name the regularities which govern our own 
actions may be a much more di{ficult task than to identify objects of 
the external world, even though the existence of the [orlner be tIle 
condition which makes the latter possible. If, as I suggested, abstrac-
tions are sonlething that the conscious mind cannot make but only 
discover in itself, or something tIle existence of which constitutes that 
mind, to become a\vare of t}leir existence and to be able to give 
them names may indeed be possible only at a very late stage of 
intellectual development .. 
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9 
Before I attempt briefly to up I should like -at least to mention, 
althoug'h I cannot pursue this point at any length, that only the 
recoglution of tIle primacy of the abstract in the production of 
mental phenomena call ellable us to integrate our kno\vledge of mind 
with Ollr knovvledge of the physical '\vorld. Science can deal only 
with the abstract. The IJrocesses of classification and specification 
by superimpositioll of many classes, \vhicll would turn out to be the 
determinants of ,·vhat we experience subjectively as events in our 
conSCiouslless, appear tl1cn as }Jrocesses of the same general kind as 
those \vlth which we are familiar in the pllysical sciences. And 
although, as I llave ru'gued at length in other places,18 a COluplcte 
reductioll of the subjectively experienced mental qualities to ex-
haustively deflned places in a nct\vork of physical relations is in 
prillciple impossible [or us, because, as I would 110W like to put it, 
we can never bccorrle consciously a\vare of all the abstract relations 
which govern our l11ental processes, we can at least arrive at an 
understandillg of \vhat ranges of events lie within the power of 
those physical forces to produce - even if we cannot aspire to more 
than wl1at I like to call a limited 'explanation of the principles' 
involved. 

10 

In the course of this sketch I have used the phrase 
'specification by superimposition', meaning that particular actions 
are selected from fields of in some respect equivalent action patterns 
for \vhich t1le threshold of activation is lowered, by those being 
reinforced which also belong to families of action patterns whiell are 
equivalent in otller respects. T11is phrase 'specification by super-
ilnposition' seems to me to be the best description of the mechanism 
lor the operation of which I llave claimed the 'primacy of the 
abstract', because eacll of the causal determinants decides only one 
of tIle attributes of the resulting action. 

It is tIns determination of particular actions by various combina-
tions of abstract propensities ,"vhich makes it possible for a causally 
determined structure of actions to produce ever new actions it has 
never produced before, and therefore to produce altogether new 
r n The Sensory Order, London and Chicago, 1952 , chapter VII and Sludies in Plzilo.fophy, 

Politic,f and Economics, London and Chicago, 1067, pp. 39 and 60-3. 
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behaviour suell as we do not expect from \vhat ViC usually dcscrib·e as 
a mechanism, Even a relatively limited repertory of abstract rules 
that can tl1uS combined into particular actions ,viII be capable of 
'creating' an almost illfini te variety of particular actions. 

I do not know how far I(ocstler vvould be prepared to accept this 
as a generalization of llis account of creation by 'bisociation', To 
nle it scenlS to dcscrib.e much the same process lIe had in mind in 
coining that term, except that under my sclleme the tleW may be 
the result of combi.natioll of any number of separately existing 
features. IIo\vev"er, I am concerned ,,,,ith the appearance of the nc,v 
in a much wider - and nlore Inodest - sense tl1an 11e was in The Act 
of Creation. I am concerned with. the fact t}lat almost every action of 
a complex organisn1 guided by ,yllat we call mind is in some respect 
something new. 

I know that we both have in this connection been vainly endeavour-
ing to find a really appropriate name for that stratification or layering 
of the structures involved \vhich we are all tempted to describe as 
'hierarchies'. I llave tllrQughout disregarded the fact that the pro-

I have been consi(lering occur not just on two but on many 
superimposed layers, that therefore, for instance, I ought to have 
talked not Ollly of changes in the dispositions to act, but also of 
cllangcs in the dispositions to cllangc dispositions, and so on. We 
need a conception of tiets of network) v{ith the highest tier as 
complex as the lower ones. ''''hat I have called abstraction is after all 
nothing but such a lncchanism which desigllates a large class of 
events from Wllich particular events arc then selected according as 
they belong also to various other 'abstract' classes. 


