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Is it Possible to Do Research on the Stream of Consciousness? 

 

   The Stream of Consciousness was introduced by William James over 100 years ago.  It means 

that our consciousness moves ahead with continuity.  James suggested that this theme can serve as a 

major focus for psychology. (James,1890). Isnôt it strange, though, that psychology almost never 

speaks of this dimension.  We might talk about emotions, perceptions, actions or desires, but almost 

never about ñthe inner thought flow.ò   

 

   James foresaw the difficulty of studying this phenomena.  He stated that to capture the Stream of 

Consciousness conceptually was like trying to study a moving river by capturing it in a bucket.  

Another metaphor that he proposed: ñItôs like trying to try to study a snowflake by capturing it 

in your hand.ò  Conceptual language turns a moving current into ña string of pearls.ò  (Steven 

Pinker,2007).  The natural reality is so deformed by the method of study that we can easily 

renounce the ambition of making a scientific inquiry that attempts to describe the Stream of 

Consciousness and how it works.   
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Language and the Stream of 
Consciousness

Language is highly limited and sometimes even 
insufficient and deforming when the task is to 

represent the Stream of Consciousness
 

 

 

   In fact, if we look at what has happened regarding the development of this concept, we will notice 

an interesting point.  The Stream of Consciousness, although neglected by psychology, has 

become of great interest in literary analysis.  Authors like James Joyce (1914)  and Virginia 

Woolf (1925) are constantly cited as the pioneers of this avant-garde literary technique.  Molly 

Bloomôs stream of inner thoughts, in Joyceôs Ulysses, reveals her preoccupations of sexual rivalry 

with other women, and then with memories of the first erotic encounter with her husband, Leopold 

Bloom.  This takes place while she is lying in bed, which means it represents her Stream of 

Consciousness. 

 

   Virginia Woolf describes Mrs. Dallowayôs thinking as she meanders from theme to theme of 

inner concern ï for example, why she married a ñcorrectò but relatively uninteresting Parlamentary 

Deputy rather than her younger and more passionate lover, Peter Walsh, or how the intelligent 

governess, Kitty, was stealing her daughter from her as well as making her feel defensive about 

being a wealthy woman.  These and other issues were elaborated in her inner stream while she was 

walking through a London park in order to buy flowers for an evening party.  Robert Humphreyôs 

book, The Stream of Consciousness in Fiction, a classic work in this field (published in 1956), 

analyses excerpts from Joyce, Virginia Woolf, Katherine Mansfield, William Faulkner and several 

others.   

 

   We may ask ourselves the following question:  If literary works can be discussed in terms of the 

Stream of Consciousness, why hasnôt psychology confronted and studied this natural event?   A 

major reason is that it is difficult to give examples.  The observational base, needed in any scientific 

study, may seem impossible to register, as William James said. One book that attempts to give a 

model for inner thoughts is Douglas Hofstadterôs I Am A Strange Loop (2007).  He suggests that 

the sequence of inner thoughts can be likened to ña loopò that turns back on itself.  However, in this 

book as well, there are absolutely no examples of the Stream of Consciousness to create a 

grounding, or observational basis, for this analysis.   So this is the major obstacle for the science 

of psychology!  Modern fiction overcomes this obstacle.  The story written on paper can give a 

string of words that are considered so close to the Stream of Consciousness that the reader can say 

to himself, ñYes, our inner world is sometimes like that.ò   Such literary works, therefore, can also 

be used by science. 
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    But how can we create a scientific psychology regarding the Stream of Consciousness? Science 

requires that we create our models of explanation by first looking at and registering the ñreal 

situation,ò that is, the Stream of Consciousness.   

                    

                   
   

 

   But we find ourselves blocked in an impasse.  How is it possible to observe and register this 

hidden stream of thoughts, emotions, intuitions, sensations, attitudes, desires and repulsions, when 

this can only occur at the moment that each person is alone and not being observed by another?  I 

have not read anything in psychology that faces these deep epistemological questions.  And how 

can they be resolved?  (See Liss, 2007a, 2007 b, 2008, for articles on the Stream of Consciousness 

that treat the epistemological dilemma in greater depth.) 

 

   The fourth article on the Stream of Consciousness, ñThree Extracts: Solitude, the Uncertainty 

of Love, Self-Reproach for What Has Not Been Accomplished,ò (Liss,2009) tries to cut through 

this Gordian knot of  epistemological validity.  The article presents three examples of the Impasse 

within the Stream of Consciousness.  Is this material epistemologically valid?  First, letôs see how 

the material was collected.  Three people wrote down, using memory, their repeated negative 

thoughts, that is, their Impasse, trying to reproduce in their writing the thought sequences as they 

actually occurred when alone.   All three people have done regular psychogical work regarding their 

inner states.  Of  course, this method is limited because words cannot transmit the enormous 

non-verbal part of the Stream of Consciousness.  In addition there is a necessary deformation 

and loss of detail due to the fact that the thoughts are reproduced from memory.  In fact, we must 

admit that the method alters the natural event.  Science has already faced a similar problem:   

Just like the movement of an electron is deviated by the photon that is sent in to observe its 

dynamic, the very act of writing creates a deviation from the natural Stream of Consciousness.  The 

Stream that is written down is more continuous and coherent than the Stream that flows 

through the mind when there is total aloneness and immobility.  Despite these limitations, 

already presented in previous articles, we will profit from the material of these three people.  By 

reading the original material (op. cit.), the reader can decide for himself whether this written 

reproduces, at least in part, certain elements of ñthe natural system,ò that is, the Stream of 

Consciousness which is experienced in total aloneness. 

 

   Each of the three people who contributed to the above cited article, ñThree Extracts,ò  wrote about 

30 lines of inner thought.  For each one the extract revolved around one central theme.  The first 
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person wrote of the loneliness at night when the house is empty.  The second person wrote of the 

turmoil regarding the dilemma as to whether she should contact a man with whom she had a brief 

sexual relationship, with the Impasse revealing a intense self-denunciation for even imagining that 

this man could be interested in someone like her.  This is an especially poignant example of how 

thoughts connected to desire and contact can be turned  about ñretroactivelyò to conclude with 

insults against oneself: ñHow can you be so STUPID as to imagine that he would want to be with 

someone like you?ò  (See M.C. Escherôs lithograph, ñThe Dragon,ò for the visual image of a dragon 

eating its own tail, which gives a picture of this inner retroaction of self-reproach. Escher,1959; 

Liss,2009)  

 

                      
 

 

 The third personôs inner sequence turned around the question of getting things done, once again 

with severe self-criticism, this time for disorder, incompetence, being ñan impostureò and feeling 

excessive fear.    

   


