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Extract 1: introduction 
 
There is a certain embarrassment in coming forward with an Apology for Idealistic Monism at 
the present moment. You cannot be quite sure whether you are putting in an appearance too 
late or much too early.  
 
It does look like personal misfortune or perversity that, when there are lots of other 
philosophies to choose from, you should happen to hit on the one that has just had a 
tremendous innings and is now in process of being bowled out. As long ago as the early 
'nineties Idealism was supposed to be dead and haunting Oxford. I know that the New Realists 
have said that it is now a fashionable philosophy. But either they do not really mean it, or they 
mean that only philosophies in their last decrepitude become fashionable at all. [...] I think it 
may be said that certain vulnerable forms of Idealism are things of the past; and that the new 
atomistic Realism is a thing of the future; at any rate of the immediate future. But we know of 
Old Realisms that died and decayed, and were buried, and of New Idealisms that died and 
rose again. […] And so I think that some day (which may be as distant as you please) the New 
Realism will grow old and die, and the New Idealism will be born again. It will be born, not 
out of its own ashes, nor out of its own life only, but out of what is living in the system that 
for the time being has superseded it. […] And, seeing the great part that Idealism has played 
in the past, I cannot think that to choose it (if you have any choice in these matters) is 
perversity. (D iv-v) 

 
 

Extract two: ultimate consciousness and Reality 

Our inner states do succeed each other at different rates of vibration, and what escapes us on 
the slow, steady swing, we seize when the pace quickens. Our perceptions, like our passions, 
maintain themselves at higher and lower intensities. It is with such rapid flashes […], with 
such hurrying of the rhythm of time, with such heightening of psychic intensity that we 
discern Reality here and now. […] Lovers and poets and painters and musicians and mystics 
and heroes know them: [...] moments when things that we have seen all our lives without truly 
seeing them, the flowers in the garden, the trees in the field [...] change to us in an instant of 
time, and show the secret and imperishable life they harbour; moments of danger that are sure 
and perfect happiness, because then the adorable Reality gives itself to our very sight and 
touch. (D 379. Italics are mine) 
 

Extract three: “[w]hat the universe is built up fro m” (Sinclair’s terminology) 

We may say that, with this doubtful exception, all those systems and theories, psychophysical 
or metaphysical, had some one ultimate reality for their common end: And all, in mistaking 
one or either set of appearances for ultimate reality, or one part of reality for the Whole, have 
betrayed the common root of their dilemmas.  
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All [systems] looked for Reality, looked for Unity, and looked for it in the wrong place.  
 
It would seem, then, that the universe is not built up from the Life-Force in action upon matter 
alone; nor from Matter itself alone; nor from the Individual Self alone; nor from an Unknown 
and Unknowable alone; nor from Body and Soul alone; nor from Consciousness alone; still 
less from Thought alone that lands you in the barren Absolute.  
 
But, if there were one term that would cover all these terms: Life-Force; Matter; Individual 
Self; Substance; Thing-in-Itself, the Unknown and Unknowable or possible Third; Soul; 
Consciousness; Thought; the Absolute; one term which, besides covering all these, covers 
also that which has slipped away from them — Will and Love, that term, could we find it, 
would stand for the Reality we want. We want a term infinitely comprehensive, and perfectly 
elastic; and a term that does some modest sacrifice to the Unknown. For the vice of those 
terms was that none was elastic, none was comprehensive; but that some one excluded 
inevitably, some other.  
 
If we could put that term in every place where we have used those others t do not think that 
the same dilemmas would arise.  
 
To the Unity and the Reality we are looking, for we can give no name but Spirit. This leaves a 
wide margin for the Unknown. (D 125-6) 
 

Full text available at https://archive.org/texts/flipbook/flippy.php?id=adefenceidealis02sincgoog 

 

Extract four: primary consciousness vs secondary consciousness 

Primary consciousness is all that is present to the subject from moment to moment in one 
unitary block, or it is the continuous succession of such presences, before reflection, judgment 
or reasoning have set in; before there is any consciousness of consciousness. It is all 
immediate sense perception, all feeling and willing. It is the sudden flash of the instantaneous 
present. But it is more than this, more than sense perception, more than pure immediacy; it is 
the reach backward to the past and forward to the future; it is all remembering, dreaming, day-
dreaming and imagining. It is the source of the categories, of space-time and the correlations 
of space-time. It includes all conceptual knowledge; it is the stream of thought, of all thinking 
that has thought for its current object, provided that reflection, judgment, inference or 
reasoning have not cried a halt. It is all pure contemplation, all knowledge, of whatever kind, 
on which consciousness is not doubling back. I use the present tense; for knowledge which 
has been reflected, doubled back on in the past may afterwards present itself singly and 
primarily.  
Thus primary and secondary consciousness play into each other's hands, what was primary for 
one moment of experience becoming secondary for another moment, and what was secondary 
primary. If primary consciousness is all consciousness that has not yet returned upon itself, 
secondary consciousness is that return. It is the awareness of awareness. It includes all 
reflection, judgment, inference, inductive and deductive reasoning, all intellectual processes 
of experiment and discovery, even such immediacy as the flash of scientific intuition. It is the 
play of thought round and about its object. This distinction between primary and secondary 



3 

 

Victorian Persistence, November 4th 2015 
“‘But little is known of that curious and very interesting animal’: Persisting intertextuality and May Sinclair’s 

place (or lack of it) in literary history” 
Leslie de Bont 

 

consciousness is not a merely formal or arbitrary one. It is fundamental and essential in this, 
that secondary consciousness is always distinguishable from its object and primary 
consciousness is not. Thus, while the one is open to every criticism that realism can bring 
against idealism the other remains invulnerable. The idealist, if only he observes the 
distinction, can render to realism the things that are realism's and yet be faithful to his God. I 
am not attempting to reconcile idealism and realism. Their differences are fundamental and 
essential, and I do not think they are reconcilable, unless you hold with Mr. Bertrand Russell 
that reality is a neutral third, when the distinction becomes irrelevant. But this is not the 
reconciliation of idealism and realism, it is the repudiation of both. 

[…] 

Object and consciousness are given whole in one indivisible act or state. This is true even of 
casual and comparatively shallow perceptions; but when consciousness is most intense, when 
its content is most vivid, when consciousness has reached saturation point, its identity with its 
object is absolute. It is then impossible to divide what consciousness has joined. Yet it is at 
this point that primary consciousness is the intensest affirmation of the object's existence. 

[…] We are, I suggest, distinguishing between primary and secondary consciousness, and the 
distinction comes too late to save the independent reality of the object. Primary consciousness 
has swallowed it before secondary consciousness can get a look in. When the realist brings his 
fist down on the green table cover and declares that the green is "there" and not in his 
conscious-ness, he is too late. He is judging consciousness. His affirmation is the affirmation 
of his secondary consciousness which his primary consciousness is unable to support. It 
knows no difference between green and the sense perception of green. How, somebody will 
ask, do I know that primary consciousness is telling the truth and that secondary 
consciousness is lying? Well, I don't know, for certain; but, in the first place, I see no reason 
to throw doubt on this simple, familiar witness. I shall find no other so innocent, so 
incorruptible, so close to the reality I am looking for. It comes to me already moulded in the 
forms and soaked in the colours of its world. And because it makes no speculative 
observations about independent realities, its certainty seems to me the more irrefutable. If this 
witness knows no distinction between itself and its object, there is no other that I can go to for 
the proof. Not to secondary consciousness. For the object of secondary consciousness is not 
the object of primary consciousness. In its very nature secondary consciousness is at one 
remove from that reality. 
 

 May Sinclair, Primary and Secondary Consciousness (p.113-116), Proceedings of the 
Aristotelian Society Vol. 23 (1922 - 1923), pp. 111-120, http://www.jstor.org/stable/4544037   
 


