
KU ScholarWorks | The University of Kansas Pre-1923 Dissertations and Theses Collection

Some Recent Theories of 

Attention in American 

Psychology

1914

by Alvin Leroy Babb

This work was digitized by the Scholarly Communications program 
staff in the KU Libraries’ Center for Digital Scholarship.

http://kuscholarworks.ku.edu

Submitted to the Faculty of the Graduate School

of the University of Kansas in partial fulfillment

of the requirements for the degree of Master of Arts



SOME RECENT THEORIES OF ATTENTION 
IN 

AMERICAN PSYCHOLOGY 

A thesis submitted to the Faculty of the 
Graduate School of the University of Kansas in par-
tial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree 

of Master of Arts 

Alvin Leroy Bab"b 

1914. 



TABLE OP CONTENTS 

Bibliography 
Introduction 
William James 
James Mark Baldwin 
John Dewey-
George Trumbull Ladd 
Josiah Royce 
Mary Vhiton Calkins 
James Rowland Angell 
Hugo Munsterberg 
Charles Hubbard Judd 
Walter Bowers Pillsbury 
Edward Bradford Titchener 
Knight Dunlap 
Conclusion 

Part I 
Part II. 



BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Angell, James Rowland 
Psychology 

Henry Holt and Company 

Baldwin, James Mark 
Dictionary of Philosophy and Psychology 

The MacMillan Company 
Handbook of Psychology 

Henry Holt and Company 
Mental Development 

The MacMillan Company 
The Story of the Mind 

D. Appleton and Company 

1910 

1901 

1889 

1906 

1898 

Blanchard, 
Psychology of Attention 

Philosophical Review, 

Calkins, Mary Vhiton 
First Book in Psychology 

The MacMillan Company 
Introduction to Psychology 

The MacMillan Company 

8-23, 

1910 

1901 



Dewey, John 
Psychology 1891 

The American Book Company 
Interest and Effort in Education 

Houghton Mifflin Company 
The Reflex Arc Concept in Psychology 1896 

Psych,* Rev. II, 357-370. 
Dewey & McLellan 

Applied Psychology 1893 

Henry Holt and Co. 
Discussion of Dr. Yerke^y View of Psychical Causation 

Educational Publishing Company 

Dunlap, Knight 
A System of Psychology 1912 

Bulletin 1911 

Encyclopedia Brittanica 
Attention 

James, William 
Principles of Psychology 

Henry Holt and Co. 
1890 

Psychology—Briefer Course 
Henry Holt and Co. 

1892 



Judd, Charles Hubbard 
Psychology 

Charles Scribner!s Sons 
1907 

Kuelpe, 0. 
The Problem of Attention 

Monist, 13-38 

Ladd, George Trumbull 
Psychology, Descriptive and Explanatory 1894 

Charles Scribnerfs Sons 

Munsterberg, Hugo 
Psychology and the Teacher 1909 

D. Appleton and Company 
The Intensifying Effect of Attention 

Psychological Review, Vol. I 

Pillsbury, Walter Bowers 
Attention 1908 

The MacMillan Company 
Essentials of Psychology 1911 

The MacMillan Company 
Review of "Attention* by Pillsbury 1908 

Nation, 86:406-7 



















































































































































to be called an American psychologist* we may sat that the 
American psychologists are against the motor theory of at-
tention. A theory has been advanced, however, which seems 
of great importance to us. This is the return effect the-
ory of Baldwin. This theory would seem to account for the 
phenomena which have been observed by the motor theory ad-
herents, and is the form in which the motor theory finds 
iself in American psychology. It is to be noted, however, 
that none of the ones who have been treated as most rec-
ent, have advocated this theory, although why they have 
departed from it is not explained. 

Interest has been defined in almost as may ways as 
there are authors. The majority of them consider it either 
as a condition of attention or as a necessary accompani-
ment, and most of them have in some way connected it with 
the ever-growing self. With a few exceptions the psychol-
ogists have agreed that its importance to attention is 
such that it must be cultivated, and that this is done by 
forming wider associations. Pillsbury seems to have come 
close to the true meaning of interest when he says that 
"it is merely ascribing to the objects processes and qual-
ities that have their real origin in the man himself." As 
such it is a condition of attention and seems to be so re-



garded by moat of the men studied. 
The question of affection seems to take two phases. 

On the one hand there are those who interweave interest 
* 

and affection, either Toy making interest an affection or 
Toy making it conditioned hy affections, and on the other 
hand there are those who have declared positively against 
the affective theory of attention. 

The will and the self seem to have heen a question on 
which many have failed to get at the true facts in the 
case. In fact the popular conception of will is that there 
is a something, a "spiritual force" as James terms it, 
which oversees our activities and controls them. This will 
seems to be the self. For instance in popular terms we 
can say "I will to do a thing." On the other hand, the 
majority of the psychologists studied would make the self 
but the organization of the experiences of the individual 
and the will merely the assertion of the stronger impulses 
within the organism itself. Such an explanation seems to 
work in better with the other theories and the psycholog-
ists who still held to the popular conception of will had 
a tendency to adopt this view when they undertook to ex-
plain some of the phenomena of attention. Angell has al-



ready been cited in this regard. James held to this view, 
while Baldwin, who was the next one discussed, seems un-
decided in the matter. Whenever this view is adopted we 
seem to find contradictions. 

As to the nature of attention, we find that most of 
the psychologists have connected it in some way with the 
association processes. The adjustment theory, after its 
expression by Dewey, seemed to gain favor and was expressd 
in different ways by several. However, the most recent of 
the psychologists seem to abandon the idea, or try to, of 
calling attention an activity, and try to make it appear 
to be merely a state of consciousness, but, as has been 
pointed out, whenever they attempt this they fall into 
contradictions with themselves which seem to argue for the 
theory advocated by the earlier psychologists. It is eas-
ier to think of attention as an activity than as a mere 
state. This is largely a matter of definition, but as the 
earlier definition seems to fit in better with the general 
conception of the term and as the newer definition is no 
more serviceable, it seems to the writer, that there is 
riot sufficient justification for the change in the use of 
the term. 



II. 
We are now ready to advance what seems, in the light 

of the study just made, the most reasonable theory of at-
tention. It should go without saying that while the ques-
tion is still in its theoretical stage with psychologists 
who have ax>ent a lifetime in psychological study, that any 
the cry which we can advance will he but a theory, and can-
n t he established "by evidence which is in any way con-
elusive. It must be advanced, then, merely as that theory 
of attention which seems to the writer to be most near the 
facts. 

In regard to the nature of the clearness of attention 
it seems to the writer as if it were a ̂ matter of inhibi-
tion. When we look at a mass of lines which contain a pic-
ture puzzle, for example, we see all of these lines with 
the same decree of intensity. When we find the picture, 
however, the lines which are irrelevant seem to fade away, 
leaving the lines of the picture clear and distinct. But 
so far as we can observe, they have not increased in in-
tensity. They are no darker or brighter—they are merely 
clearer, due to the fact that the competing lines have 
left the attentive consciousness— i .e • have been inhibited. 
The same effect may be observed at night when all sounds 
are subdued. A sound which could have been heard only a 



short distance will carry a long way. In the state of at-
tention, in our theory, we have a mental state correspond-
ing to this. The idea or sensation attended to does not 
increase in intensity, hut the competing ideas or sensa-
tions are inhibited, leaving the content of attention 
standing out in relief, as it were. 

To us, the motor activities seem to be initiated by 
the attention. In fact it would seem as though there could 
be no such activities unless the attention were first 
gained. There seems no doubt, however, as the writer ob-
serves the facts, but that the motor activities are al-
ways present in some degree. They may never become known 
in consciousness, but it seems that they are always there. 
In regard to the return effect of these motor activities, 
we do not find sufficient evidence in our introspective 
observations to justify us in either advocating or cont-
radicting it. In view of the James-Lange theory of emo-
tions, however, it would seem as if this effect might be 
present to a certain extent, although we must confess that 
we would make the emphasis upon this part of the theory 
very slight. 

Interest, we hardly know how to describe. James says: 
"the only things which we commonly see are those things 
which we preperceive." All along emphasis has been placed 



on the fact that the immediate attention was based on the 
experience of the individual. Attention, in the theory of 
the present writer, is the activity of relating the cont-
ent of attention to this organization of experience, but 
interest is the relation already existing, considered as 
pertaining to the object or idea. For the writer it is 
easiest to consider attention as an associative process. 
But there must already be systems of association present. 
Yfcen we say, then, that an object possesses interest, we 
mean that it is related to one of these associative sys-
tems . 

The place of affection seems to be secondary. We can-
not conceive of feeling before we attend, and hence can-
not see how feeling can be a condition of attention. If 
feeling is present in a majority of cases, or even if al-
ways present, it is because those things which fit in with 
our associative systems are nearly always, if not always, 
overlaid to a certain extent with affection. Again, we 
have said that attention is an activity. Activity of any 
kind, if successful, may give rise to pleasure, if unsuc-
cessful, to displeasure. In this way the very activity 
of attention may give rise to an affection, but we cannot 
in any way see how it can be conditioned by it. 



The will and the self are bound closely together in 
our theory. The self, as we define it, is the sum total 
of the past experience of the individual. Each experience 
altera the organisation in a certain degree and in so much 
the self is changed, and as this self is changed the fut-
ure activities of the individual will be different. In 
our theory, will does not imply competition of impulses, 
although it is doubtful if any activity ever occurs in 
which there are no competing impulses. The stronger im-
pulse may be so strong, however, that the competition will 
be negligible. At any rate the will, for us, is the assert-
ion of some impulse to its right to control the action of 
the individual and there is just as much will where there 
i3 a minimal amount of competition as when the competit-
ion is great. When there are competing impulses, a psychic 
and physiological struggle ensues and when one triumphs 
the impulse which is strongest asserts its control. • 

As has been said before, attention is an activity con-
cerned with associative systems. The object which is able 
to train attention must in some way be related to the as-
sociative systems which have been built up by experience. 
It seems easiest for us to consider attention as the proc-
ess of adjusting the self, as above explained, to this new 
idea or sensation. As a result, it becomes bound closer 



into the system of associations which claim it. This act-
ivity of fixing it in the system is what we choose to call 
the act of attention. In doing this, there seems to be a 
discharge along the motor nerves which result in the mot-
or accompaniments of attention. When two objects or ideas 
claim attention at once, there are competing motor activ-
ities, which may account for the fatigue resulting there-
from. 

This theory of attention is of pedagogic value bec-
ause it lays such stress upon the associative systems. The 
teacher who believes in it will not try to teach the child 
to attend, but will organize the material so that it will 
fit in with the associative systems already formed in the 
child's mind. Any attmpt to make the child study because 
the things are things he ought to know will be abandoned, 
and the teacher will try to establish a connection between 
the child's experience and the material to be learned. The 
attention will follow as a result. The interest is this 
connection and as such is the condition of attention, but 
is itself conditioned by the experience of the individual. 


