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We must know how to think, and to that end we must search for those rules and methods of
procedure which will most help us in thinking creatively, originally, and not least of all surely,
correctly.
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NEGLECT OF THINKINGEvery man knows there are evils in the world which need setting right.
Every man has pretty definite ideas as to what these evils are. But to most men one in particular
stands out vividly. To some, in fact, this stands out with such startling vividness that they lose
sight of other evils, or look upon them as the natural consequences of their own particular evil-in-
chief.To the Socialist this evil is the capitalistic system; to the prohibitionist it is intemperance; to
the feminist it is the subjection of women; to the clergyman it is the decline of religion; to Andrew
Carnegie it is war; to the staunch Republican it is the Democratic Party, and so on, ad infinitum .I,
too, have a pet little evil, to which in more passionate moments I am apt to attribute all the others.
This evil is the neglect of thinking. And when I say thinking I mean real thinking, independent
thinking, hard thinking.You protest. You say men are thinking more now than they ever were. You
bring out the almanac to prove by statistics that illiteracy is declining. You point to our
magnificent libraries. You point to the multiplication of books. You show beyond a doubt that
people are reading more now than ever before in all history. . . .Very well, exactly. That is just the
trouble. Most people, when confronted with a problem, immediately acquire an inordinate desire
to “read-up” on it. When they get stuck mentally, the first thing such people do is to run to a book.
Confess it, have you not often been in a waiting room or a Pullman, noticed people all about you
reading, and finding yourself without any reading matter, have you not wished that you had
some?—something to “occupy your mind”? And did it ever occur to you that you had within you
the power to occupy your mind, and do it more profitably than all those assiduous readers?
Briefly, did it ever occur to you to think ?Of course you “thought”—in a sense. Thinking means a
variety of things. You may have looked out of your train window while passing a field, and it may
have occurred to you that that field would make an excellent baseball diamond. Then you
“thought” of the time when you played baseball, “thought” of some particular game perhaps,
“thought” how you had made a grand stand play or a bad muff, and how one day it began to rain
in the middle of the game, and the team took refuge in the carriage shed. Then you “thought” of
other rainy days rendered particularly vivid for some reason or other, or perhaps your mind came
back to considering the present weather, and how long it was going to last. . . . And of course, in
one sense you were “thinking.” But when I use the word thinking, I mean thinking with a purpose,
with an end in view, thinking to solve a problem. I mean the kind of thinking that is forced on us
when we are deciding on a course to pursue, on a life work to take up perhaps; the kind of
thinking that was forced on us in our younger days when we had to find a solution to a problem in
mathematics, or when we tackled psychology in college. I do not mean “thinking” in snatches, or



holding petty opinions on this subject and on that. I mean thought on significant questions which
lie outside the bounds of your narrow personal welfare. This is the kind of thinking which is now
so rare—so sadly needed!Of course before this can be revived we must arouse a desire for it.
We must arouse a desire for thinking for its own sake; solving problems for the mere sake of
solving problems. But a mere desire for thinking, praiseworthy as it is, is not enough. We must
know how to think, and to that end we must search for those rules and methods of procedure
which will most help us in thinking creatively, originally, and not least of all surely, correctly.When
they think at all, the last thing men think about is theirown thoughts. Every sensible man realizes
that the perfection of a mechanical instrument depends to some extent upon the perfection of
the tools with which it is made. No carpenter would expect a perfectly smooth board after using a
dented or chipped plane. No gasolene engine manufacturer would expect to produce a good
motor unless he had the best lathes obtainable to help him turn out his product. No watchmaker
would expect to construct a perfectly accurate timepiece unless he had the most delicate and
accurate tools to turn out the cogs and screws. Before any specialist produces an instrument he
thinks of the tools with which he is to produce it. But men reflect continually on the most complex
problems—problems of vital importance to them—and expect to obtain satisfactory solutions,
without once giving a thought to the manner in which they go about obtaining those solutions;
without a thought to their own mind, the tool which produces those solutions. Surely this
deserves at least some systematic consideration.Some remarks of Ella Wheeler Wilcox under
this head will bear quoting: “Human thinking is still in as great a state of disorder and jumble as
language was before the alphabet, music before the scale was discovered, printing before
Gutenberg, or mathematics before Pythagoras formulated its laws.” “This systematization of all
thought,” she tells us, would be “a more far reaching improvement than all the others, for it will do
for education, health, economics, government, etc., what the alphabet did for language,
movable type for printing and literature, the scale for music, and the rules of arithmetic for
calculation. Being the exact counterpart of these in its particular field, its mission, like theirs, will
be to bring order out of chaos.”I believe Miss Wilcox exaggerates matters. Incidentally I for one
do not pretend to have discovered anything revolutionary. But the importance of the subject
warrants its formulation into as near scientific form as we can bring it.I beg no one to get
frightened. Science does not necessarily mean test tubes and telescopes. I mean science in its
broadest sense; and in this sense it means nothing more than organized knowledge. If we are to
find rules and methods of procedure, these methods must come from somewhere—must be
based on certain principles—and these principles can come only from close, systematic
investigation.It may indeed be urged that we can think best by disregarding all “rules,” by not
paying any attention to method. But the man who maintains this must give reasons; and once he
attempts this he himself is bordering closely on the science of the matter. In short, the settlement
of even this question is part of the science of thinking.And what is to be the nature of this
science?For our purposes, all sciences may be divided into two kinds: positive and normative . A
positive science investigates the natureof things as they are. It deals simply with matters of fact.



Such ascience is physics, chemistry, psychology. A normative science is onewhich studies
things as they ought to be. As the name implies, itseeks to establish a norm or pattern which
ought to be adhered to.It studies means of reaching desired ends. To this class belong
suchsciences as ethics, education, agriculture.Now these normative sciences, with the
exception of ethics, are nearly always referred to either as “arts” or “applied sciences.” To both of
these terms I technically but strenuously object. I object to the term “art” to designate any set of
organized rules for doing a thing, because “art” also means the actual doing of that thing. And
this thing may be done, and often is done, in total ignorance of the rules governing it. A man may
possess the art of swimming—he may be able to swim—without any previous instruction,
without any knowledge of how he ought to hold his body, arms and legs; just as a dog may do
the same thing.I object also to the term “applied science,” because to me this term implies that
the science it refers to is based on one positive science only. I can think of no so-called applied
science which is so based. Hygiene, not alone dependent on physiology, must derive some of its
rules from the chemistry of foods, as well as from the sciences of sanitation and ventilation,
themselves normative. Agriculture is based not only on biology and botany, but on chemistry and
meteorology.The science of thinking, then, if such a science there be, is normative. Its purpose
is to find those methods which will help us to think constructively and correctly.One more
distinction and our preliminaries are over. There are two other sciences with which the science of
thinking is liable to become confused; one positive, the other normative.The positive science is
that branch of psychology which deals with the reasoning process and examines the basis of
belief. We shall make frequent use of this science in trying to find rules for thinking, but it will not
be the only science we shall use, nor will that science be the subject of this book.The normative
science with which the science of thinking may become confused is logic. Indeed, logic has
sometimes been called the science of thinking. Now for our purposes logic is a part of the
science of thinking, but it is not the part which we are primarily to consider. Its function is merely
negative; it consists in leading us from error. The part of the science of thinking in which we are
interested deals with those positive rules which will help to make us creative thinkers. . . .Our
ship is headed for the port Truth. Our mind is the engine, the science of thinking the propeller,
and logic the rudder. Without our engine, the mind, the propeller of the science of thinking, which
transforms our mental energy most effectively into motion, would be useless. Without the
propeller, which gives motion, the rudder of logic would be useless. But all three are needed to
reach our goal.* * * * *And now I must bespeak a little patience. The next chapter, and the one
following it, are going to deal very largely with method and methods. They will touch on
classification, and a lot of other things to which the plain man has an aversion; to which, at least,
he usually evinces no very active interest. But it is necessary to consider these things in order to
make our study complete.IITHINKING WITH METHODMost of us, at those rare intervals when
we think at all, do so in a slipshod sort of way. If we come across a mental difficulty we try to get
rid of it in almost any kind of hit or miss manner. Even those few of us who think occasionally for
the mere sake of thinking, generally do so without regard for method—indeed, are often



unconscious that method could be applied to our thought. But what is meant by method? I may
best explain by an example.From somewhere or other, a man gets hold of the idea that the
proper subjects are not being taught in our schools and colleges. He asks himself what the
proper subjects would be. He considers how useless his knowledge of Greek and Latin has
been. He decides that these two subjects should be eliminated. Then he thinks how he would
have been helped in business by a knowledge of bookkeeping, and he concludes that this
subject deserves a place in the curriculum. He has recently received a letter from a college
friend containing some errors in spelling. He is convinced that this branch of knowledge is being
left in undeserved neglect. Or he is impressed by the spread of unsound theories of money
among the poorer classes, and he believes that everybody should receive a thorough course in
economics and finance. And so he rambles on, now on this subject, now on that.Compare this
haphazard, aimless thinking with that of the man of method. This man is confronted with the
same general situation as our first thinker, but he makes his problem a different one. He first
asks himself what end he has in view. He discovers that he is primarily trying to find out not so
much—what subjects should be taught in the schools? as—what knowledge is of most worth?
He puts the problem definitely before himself in this latter form. He then sees that the problem—
what knowledge is of most worth?, implies that what is desired is not to find what subjects are of
worth and what are not, but what is the relative value of subjects. His next step, obviously, is to
discover a standard by which the relative value of subjects can be determined; and this, let us
say, he finds in the help a knowledge of these subjects gives to complete living. Having decided
this, he next classifies in the order of their importance the activities which constitute human life,
and follows this by classifying subjects as they prepare for these activities.[1]Needless to say,
the results obtained by this thinker will be infinitely more satisfactory than those arrived at by his
unsystematic brother. Method, then, is essential. But how are we to apply it in all cases?Now
there are methods without number, and in many cases a problem will require a method all its
own; but we here purpose to take up only those most general in application.Before considering
these methods of thinking, however, it would be well to ask ourselves what thinking is. As stated
before, the term is loosely used to cover a wide range of mental processes. These processes we
may roughly divide into memory, imagination and reasoning. It is the last only with which we
have to deal. I admit that development of the memory is desirable. I admit that development of
the imagination is equally desirable. But they are not the subject of this book. By “thinking” I
mean reasoning. And our present purpose is to find the nature of this process.Modern
psychologists tell us that all reasoning begins in perplexity, hesitation, doubt. “The process of
reasoning is one of problem solving. . . . The occasion for the reasoning is always a thwarted
purpose.”[2]It is essential we keep this in mind. It differs from the popular conception even more
than may appear at first sight. If a man were to know everything he could not think. Nothing
would ever puzzle him, his purposes would never be thwarted, he would never experience
perplexity or doubt, he would have no problems. If we are to conceive of God as an All-Knower,
we cannot conceive of Him as a Thinking Being. Thinking is reserved for beings of finite



intelligence.
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bring out the almanac to prove by statistics that illiteracy is declining. You point to our
magnificent libraries. You point to the multiplication of books. You show beyond a doubt that
people are reading more now than ever before in all history. . . .Very well, exactly. That is just the
trouble. Most people, when confronted with a problem, immediately acquire an inordinate desire
to “read-up” on it. When they get stuck mentally, the first thing such people do is to run to a book.
Confess it, have you not often been in a waiting room or a Pullman, noticed people all about you
reading, and finding yourself without any reading matter, have you not wished that you had
some?—something to “occupy your mind”? And did it ever occur to you that you had within you
the power to occupy your mind, and do it more profitably than all those assiduous readers?
Briefly, did it ever occur to you to think ?Of course you “thought”—in a sense. Thinking means a
variety of things. You may have looked out of your train window while passing a field, and it may
have occurred to you that that field would make an excellent baseball diamond. Then you
“thought” of the time when you played baseball, “thought” of some particular game perhaps,
“thought” how you had made a grand stand play or a bad muff, and how one day it began to rain
in the middle of the game, and the team took refuge in the carriage shed. Then you “thought” of
other rainy days rendered particularly vivid for some reason or other, or perhaps your mind came
back to considering the present weather, and how long it was going to last. . . . And of course, in
one sense you were “thinking.” But when I use the word thinking, I mean thinking with a purpose,
with an end in view, thinking to solve a problem. I mean the kind of thinking that is forced on us
when we are deciding on a course to pursue, on a life work to take up perhaps; the kind of
thinking that was forced on us in our younger days when we had to find a solution to a problem in
mathematics, or when we tackled psychology in college. I do not mean “thinking” in snatches, or



holding petty opinions on this subject and on that. I mean thought on significant questions which
lie outside the bounds of your narrow personal welfare. This is the kind of thinking which is now
so rare—so sadly needed!Of course before this can be revived we must arouse a desire for it.
We must arouse a desire for thinking for its own sake; solving problems for the mere sake of
solving problems. But a mere desire for thinking, praiseworthy as it is, is not enough. We must
know how to think, and to that end we must search for those rules and methods of procedure
which will most help us in thinking creatively, originally, and not least of all surely, correctly.When
they think at all, the last thing men think about is theirown thoughts. Every sensible man realizes
that the perfection of a mechanical instrument depends to some extent upon the perfection of
the tools with which it is made. No carpenter would expect a perfectly smooth board after using a
dented or chipped plane. No gasolene engine manufacturer would expect to produce a good
motor unless he had the best lathes obtainable to help him turn out his product. No watchmaker
would expect to construct a perfectly accurate timepiece unless he had the most delicate and
accurate tools to turn out the cogs and screws. Before any specialist produces an instrument he
thinks of the tools with which he is to produce it. But men reflect continually on the most complex
problems—problems of vital importance to them—and expect to obtain satisfactory solutions,
without once giving a thought to the manner in which they go about obtaining those solutions;
without a thought to their own mind, the tool which produces those solutions. Surely this
deserves at least some systematic consideration.Some remarks of Ella Wheeler Wilcox under
this head will bear quoting: “Human thinking is still in as great a state of disorder and jumble as
language was before the alphabet, music before the scale was discovered, printing before
Gutenberg, or mathematics before Pythagoras formulated its laws.” “This systematization of all
thought,” she tells us, would be “a more far reaching improvement than all the others, for it will do
for education, health, economics, government, etc., what the alphabet did for language,
movable type for printing and literature, the scale for music, and the rules of arithmetic for
calculation. Being the exact counterpart of these in its particular field, its mission, like theirs, will
be to bring order out of chaos.”I believe Miss Wilcox exaggerates matters. Incidentally I for one
do not pretend to have discovered anything revolutionary. But the importance of the subject
warrants its formulation into as near scientific form as we can bring it.I beg no one to get
frightened. Science does not necessarily mean test tubes and telescopes. I mean science in its
broadest sense; and in this sense it means nothing more than organized knowledge. If we are to
find rules and methods of procedure, these methods must come from somewhere—must be
based on certain principles—and these principles can come only from close, systematic
investigation.It may indeed be urged that we can think best by disregarding all “rules,” by not
paying any attention to method. But the man who maintains this must give reasons; and once he
attempts this he himself is bordering closely on the science of the matter. In short, the settlement
of even this question is part of the science of thinking.And what is to be the nature of this
science?For our purposes, all sciences may be divided into two kinds: positive and normative . A
positive science investigates the natureof things as they are. It deals simply with matters of fact.



Such ascience is physics, chemistry, psychology. A normative science is onewhich studies
things as they ought to be. As the name implies, itseeks to establish a norm or pattern which
ought to be adhered to.It studies means of reaching desired ends. To this class belong
suchsciences as ethics, education, agriculture.Now these normative sciences, with the
exception of ethics, are nearly always referred to either as “arts” or “applied sciences.” To both of
these terms I technically but strenuously object. I object to the term “art” to designate any set of
organized rules for doing a thing, because “art” also means the actual doing of that thing. And
this thing may be done, and often is done, in total ignorance of the rules governing it. A man may
possess the art of swimming—he may be able to swim—without any previous instruction,
without any knowledge of how he ought to hold his body, arms and legs; just as a dog may do
the same thing.I object also to the term “applied science,” because to me this term implies that
the science it refers to is based on one positive science only. I can think of no so-called applied
science which is so based. Hygiene, not alone dependent on physiology, must derive some of its
rules from the chemistry of foods, as well as from the sciences of sanitation and ventilation,
themselves normative. Agriculture is based not only on biology and botany, but on chemistry and
meteorology.The science of thinking, then, if such a science there be, is normative. Its purpose
is to find those methods which will help us to think constructively and correctly.One more
distinction and our preliminaries are over. There are two other sciences with which the science of
thinking is liable to become confused; one positive, the other normative.The positive science is
that branch of psychology which deals with the reasoning process and examines the basis of
belief. We shall make frequent use of this science in trying to find rules for thinking, but it will not
be the only science we shall use, nor will that science be the subject of this book.The normative
science with which the science of thinking may become confused is logic. Indeed, logic has
sometimes been called the science of thinking. Now for our purposes logic is a part of the
science of thinking, but it is not the part which we are primarily to consider. Its function is merely
negative; it consists in leading us from error. The part of the science of thinking in which we are
interested deals with those positive rules which will help to make us creative thinkers. . . .Our
ship is headed for the port Truth. Our mind is the engine, the science of thinking the propeller,
and logic the rudder. Without our engine, the mind, the propeller of the science of thinking, which
transforms our mental energy most effectively into motion, would be useless. Without the
propeller, which gives motion, the rudder of logic would be useless. But all three are needed to
reach our goal.* * * * *And now I must bespeak a little patience. The next chapter, and the one
following it, are going to deal very largely with method and methods. They will touch on
classification, and a lot of other things to which the plain man has an aversion; to which, at least,
he usually evinces no very active interest. But it is necessary to consider these things in order to
make our study complete.IITHINKING WITH METHODMost of us, at those rare intervals when
we think at all, do so in a slipshod sort of way. If we come across a mental difficulty we try to get
rid of it in almost any kind of hit or miss manner. Even those few of us who think occasionally for
the mere sake of thinking, generally do so without regard for method—indeed, are often



unconscious that method could be applied to our thought. But what is meant by method? I may
best explain by an example.From somewhere or other, a man gets hold of the idea that the
proper subjects are not being taught in our schools and colleges. He asks himself what the
proper subjects would be. He considers how useless his knowledge of Greek and Latin has
been. He decides that these two subjects should be eliminated. Then he thinks how he would
have been helped in business by a knowledge of bookkeeping, and he concludes that this
subject deserves a place in the curriculum. He has recently received a letter from a college
friend containing some errors in spelling. He is convinced that this branch of knowledge is being
left in undeserved neglect. Or he is impressed by the spread of unsound theories of money
among the poorer classes, and he believes that everybody should receive a thorough course in
economics and finance. And so he rambles on, now on this subject, now on that.Compare this
haphazard, aimless thinking with that of the man of method. This man is confronted with the
same general situation as our first thinker, but he makes his problem a different one. He first
asks himself what end he has in view. He discovers that he is primarily trying to find out not so
much—what subjects should be taught in the schools? as—what knowledge is of most worth?
He puts the problem definitely before himself in this latter form. He then sees that the problem—
what knowledge is of most worth?, implies that what is desired is not to find what subjects are of
worth and what are not, but what is the relative value of subjects. His next step, obviously, is to
discover a standard by which the relative value of subjects can be determined; and this, let us
say, he finds in the help a knowledge of these subjects gives to complete living. Having decided
this, he next classifies in the order of their importance the activities which constitute human life,
and follows this by classifying subjects as they prepare for these activities.[1]Needless to say,
the results obtained by this thinker will be infinitely more satisfactory than those arrived at by his
unsystematic brother. Method, then, is essential. But how are we to apply it in all cases?Now
there are methods without number, and in many cases a problem will require a method all its
own; but we here purpose to take up only those most general in application.Before considering
these methods of thinking, however, it would be well to ask ourselves what thinking is. As stated
before, the term is loosely used to cover a wide range of mental processes. These processes we
may roughly divide into memory, imagination and reasoning. It is the last only with which we
have to deal. I admit that development of the memory is desirable. I admit that development of
the imagination is equally desirable. But they are not the subject of this book. By “thinking” I
mean reasoning. And our present purpose is to find the nature of this process.Modern
psychologists tell us that all reasoning begins in perplexity, hesitation, doubt. “The process of
reasoning is one of problem solving. . . . The occasion for the reasoning is always a thwarted
purpose.”[2]It is essential we keep this in mind. It differs from the popular conception even more
than may appear at first sight. If a man were to know everything he could not think. Nothing
would ever puzzle him, his purposes would never be thwarted, he would never experience
perplexity or doubt, he would have no problems. If we are to conceive of God as an All-Knower,
we cannot conceive of Him as a Thinking Being. Thinking is reserved for beings of finite



intelligence.Were we to study the origin and evolution of thinking, we would doubtless find that
thinking arose in just this way—from thwarted purposes. If our lives and the lives of our animal
ancestors had always run smoothly, if our every desire were immediately satisfied, if we never
met an obstacle in anything we tried to do, thinking would never have appeared on this planet.
But adversity forced us to it.Tickle a frog’s left leg, and his right leg will immediately fly up and
scratch it. The action is merely what psychologists would call a “reflex.” Absolutely no thinking
takes place: the frog would do the same thing if you removed its brain. And if you tickle its right
leg its left leg would fly up to scratch. But if you tickled both legs at once they could not both fly
up and scratch each other. It would be a physical impossibility. Here, then, is a difficulty. The frog
hesitates; thinking steps upon the scene. After mature deliberation the frog solves his problem:
he holds his left leg still while he scratches it with his right, then he holds his right leg still and
scratches that with his left.We cannot, then, think on “general principles.” To try this is like
attempting to chew laughing gas. To think at all requires a purpose, no matter how vague. The
best thinking, however, requires a definite purpose, and the more definite this purpose the more
definite will be our thinking. Therefore in taking up any special line of thought, we must first find
just what our end or purpose is, and thus get clearly in mind what our problems are.Advising a
man to ask himself what his problems are may seem absurd. But it is just this confusion as to
what they want to know which has driven men into error time and time again. The history of the
never-ending philosophical controversy between “materialism” and “idealism” is largely a history
of different ways of stating the issue; the progress made is mainly due to the increasing
definiteness with which it has been stated.One of the most frequent sources of confusion in
stating questions is in failure to distinguish between what is and what ought to be. Considering
woman suffrage a man will ask himself “What is woman’s sphere?,” when he really wants to
know not what woman’s sphere actually is, but what it ought to be. Our first step, then, is to get
ourproblem or problems clearly in mind, and to state them as definitely as possible. A problem
properly stated is a problem partly solved.What we will do next depends on the nature of the
question. In the example “What knowledge is of most worth?” we proceeded to look for a
criterion of worthiness. And this was really a re-stating of the question. For instead of asking
ourselves “What knowledge is of most worth?,” we began asking “What knowledge best
prepares for complete living?”Our next move was to classify. This is essential not only to
systematic reasoning but to thinking of any kind. Classification is the process of grouping objects
according to common qualities. But as almost all objects differ in some qualities and almost all
have some qualities in common, it follows that, contrary to common belief, there is no one
classification absolutely essential to any group of objects . An infinite number of classifications
may be made, because every object has an infinite number of attributes, depending on the
aspect we take of it. Nor is any one aspect of a thing “truer” than any other. The aspect we take
depends entirely on the purpose we have in mind or the problem we wish to solve. As William
James pointed out:“Now that I am writing it is essential that I conceive my paper as a surface for
inscription. If I failed to do that I should have to stop my work. But if I wished to light a fire and no



other materials were by, the essential way of conceiving the paper would be as combustible
material; and I need then have no thought of any of its other destinations. It is really all that it is: a
combustible, a writing surface, a thin thing, a hydrocarbonaceous thing, a thing eight inches one
way and ten another, a thing just one furlong east of a certain stone in my neighbor’s field, an
American thing, etc., etc., ad infinitum .”[3]And if the reader insist that these qualities are merely
“accidental,” and that what the thing really is, is just paper and nothing else, the reply is that the
reader is intellectually petrified; that though “paper” may be our commonest title for it and may
suggest our usual purpose with it, yet that purpose and this title and the properties which this
title suggest have in reality nothing sacramental about them. So because you have classified
something from one aspect do not imagine that you are necessarily precluded from classifying it
from any other. A man who is studying the theory of money may divide the medium of exchange
into standard money and credit currency. But this need not keep him from viewing it as coins,
government notes, and bank currency, nor should it prevent him from classifying it into, say (1)
hand-to-hand money, (2) written or printed orders of one party to pay specified sums to another,
and (3) book accounts.[4] All these classifications will be true; all may be useful for a full
comprehension. Every classification should of course be logical; but it is far more essential that it
be utilizable.And while we are treating of utility, we might note that this pragmatic method can be
applied with profit to nearly all ourpositive problems. Before starting to solve a question—while
deciding,for instance, on the validity of some nice distinction in logic—weshould ask ourselves,
“What practical difference will it make ifI hold one opinion or the other? How will my belief
influence myaction?”—(using the word “action” in its broadest sense). This mayoften lead our
line of inquiry into more fruitful channels, keepus from making fine but needless distinctions,
help us to word ourquestion more relevantly, and lead us to make distinctions where wereally
need them.We are now ready to consider in order a number of constructive methods in
thinking.One method applicable to almost all problems is what we may call either the deductive
or the à priori method. This method reaches a conclusion without observation or experiment. It
consists in reasoning from previous experience or from established principles to particular facts.
It may, however, be used to confirm observation and experiment as well as to take their place.
Take the all important questions in biology of whether or not specific characteristics acquired by
an animal during its life time are inherited by offspring. The a priori method would examine the
structures of the body, the germ plasm from which the offspring develops, and the relation
between them, and would ask just how a specific change in the body could affect the germ. If it
were found that the tissues that are to continue the race were set off so completely from the
structures of the body as to make inconceivable any manner by which they could be influenced
by changes in these structures, then this method would decide that acquired characteristics are
not transmitted.Let us take another example. Both the supporters and opponents of woman
suffrage have often decided the question without consulting at all the actual results achieved in
the States where women vote. They have settled the question to their own satisfaction merely on
a priori grounds. They have considered woman’s supposed mental qualities as compared with



man’s, and have decided on her fitness for the ballot solely from these considerations. It must be
remembered, however, that before women were admitted to suffrage anywhere, deductive or a
priori reasoning was the only kind possible.It is often helpful to look at a problem from the
viewpoint of different sciences. A problem in political science will very likely have an economic
aspect, whether it concerns taxation, tariff, trusts or the ownership of land, and so we may look
at the question solely from the viewpoint of economics. But the problem may also have an
ethical aspect. If it is proposed to pass a universal prohibition law, you may ask, “Has the
Government the right to interfere in this way with personal liberty?” Again, we could take a
psychological view: we would decide from our knowledge of human nature just what the effect of
an alcohol prohibition law would be—whether it would not drive men to even more dangerous
drugs, such as morphine and opium.And now we come to a whole host of effective methods, all
of which may be classed as comparative. The comparative method is as old as thought itself, but
it is strange that even scientists did not begin to use it consciously and consistently until almost
the present generation. Nowhere is it better illustrated than in modern psychology. Most of the so-
called branches of psychology are merely different forms of the comparative method of
treatment. “Abnormal psychology” is merely a comparison of abnormal mental types with normal
mental types for the light they throw on each other. “Child study” is a comparison of the mind of
the child with that of the adult. “Animal psychology” is a comparison of the actions of animals
with each other and with those of man. And none of these methods is of any value except in so
far as it makes use of comparison.Often consciously used in the consideration of problems is
the so-called historical method. This method, as its name implies, consists in obtaining
knowledge of a thing by considering its past record. The word history is popularly used in so
narrow a sense, however, being restricted only to the history of nations, and often merely to the
political history of nations, that we can avoid confusion by calling this method the evolutionary. In
the final analysis the method is comparative, for it really consists in comparing a thing at one
period of development with itself at another period.Let us take our example from political
science. The historical method, in its popular sense, has been so much used here, even to the
exclusion of other methods, that it would seem needless to speak of it. But often the method has
been abused and often it has not been given broad enough treatment. It traces the growth of an
institution, or of an idea—personal liberty, say,—through successive periods. It notes what the
path has been, and judges of the probable future tendency. But a far broader outlook than we
get from this narrowly conceived “historical” method is furnished by evolutionary sociology. Here
we inquire into the origin of society and of the various trades, industries, professions and
pursuits of all kinds, and to do this we go far into prehistoric times.
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