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James and the Pragmatic Maxim: 

- In his Pragmatism, James endorses the pragmatic maxim, but nonetheless he immediately separates 

his path from Peirce in a deliberate way: 

o “The whole function of philosophy ought to be to find out what definite difference it will 

make to you and me, at definite instants of our life, if this world-formula or that world-

formula be the true one” (James 1975 [1907], p 30; emphasis added).  

o As Misak puts it, James’ “way of distinguishing himself from Peirce is to highlight the 

consequence a belief might make to a particular individual. The difference a concept might 

make to “you and me, at definite instants of our life” is highly variable” (Misak 2014, p 

58). 

James’ Theory of Truth: 

- Remember that Peirce applied his pragmatic maxim to the concept of truth/belief to explicate his 

notion of truth. As a pragmatist, James follows a similar line of reasoning.  

- As discussed above, there is a kind of subjectivity built into James’ pragmatic maxim. This aspect 

of James’ pragmatism manifests itself in his broad account of truth: 

o “Any idea upon which we can ride… any idea that will carry us prosperously from any part 

of our experience to any other part, linking things satisfactorily, working securely, 

simplifying, saving labor, is… true instrumentally…. Satisfactorily… means more 

satisfactorily to ourselves, and individuals will emphasize their points of satisfaction 

differently. To a certain degree, therefore, everything here is plastic” (James 1975 [1907], 

pp 34-35). 

o Ergo, on James’ account, the true is what works for an individual. In this way, truth is 

wholly plastic, for what works for individuals varies from person to person. 

The Implications of James’ Theory of Truth on the Epistemology of Inquiry:  

- For James, truth, at least in part, is the product of the individual. For Peirce, however, it is the 

product of the community. 

- On Peirce’s account, we benefit from expanding our experience by inviting other people to play a 

role in our factual or ethical inquiry. For him, what the community of scientists believe in the end 

refer to the reals. Accordingly, Peirce was of the view that there is a critical sociological dimension 

in the production process of knowledge. His epistemology as such, I suggest, was far from being 

an analytic one; he rather anticipated what was to be later known as social epistemology. 

- On James’ account, an individual, at least in part, creates the associated facts of what she believes 

is true. Hence, James’ favorite term: ‘new truths’. Thus, James invites relativism in his pragmatist 

theory of truth. The very implication of this notion is the individual-based account of inquiry. The 

true is what works for an individual in virtue of her personal satisfaction. There is no need to have 

a community to carry on an inquiry.  



- The only way to reconcile James’ relativist theory of truth with a community-based account of 

inquiry is to have a community of inquiry within which there is no diversity among individuals so 

that they have similar type of personal satisfaction. We will discuss this issue in more details in the 

last part of the workshop.     

James’ Broad Account of Experience: 

- Again, the central concept of a pragmatist philosophy is experience. The philosophical pragmatist 

concepts are to be linked with our very humanistic experience, inquiry, and belief. That is indeed 

what the pragmatic maxim tells us.  

- James developed a pragmatist philosophy. Thus, the central concept of his system is experience. 

Nonetheless, we should be careful, for James had a broad account of experience!  
o For James, human experience entails drug-infused and alcohol-infused experiences and 

alike, as well. In addition, he was of the view that the spiritual/mysterious experiences have 

epistemic values. 
o James was of the view that mystical experiences are legitimate perceptions and objects of 

inquiry. Such mystical experiences include deja-vu, trances, dreams, and paranormal. In 

his Varieties of Religious Experience (1902), James seems to be interested in “visions of 

the future, the sudden understanding of texts, and the knowledge of distant events” (1985 

[1902], p 325).  

▪ Thus, for James, mystical consciousness has metaphysical significance. 

o In his “The Will to Believe” (1896), James laments that scientists do not find Telepathy a 

proper object of investigation (see page 10). He was to follow-up this project himself.     

o William James was among the founding members of the American Society for Physical 

Research.  

▪ Check out their website: www.aspr.com   
o James also served as a president of the similar association in the UK in 1894-1895: The 

Society for Physical Research 

▪  Check out their website: www.spr.ac.uk 
o Wright and Peirce were highly worried about the way that James was going. For them, a 

belief about what exists in the world might make one happy, but that does not constitute a 

reason for believing that a particular thing exists. Similarly, they were of the view that the 

mysterious experience does not have any metaphysical significance.  
o There is another interesting piece of historical evidence showing that Peirce was not 

interested in James’ psychological-philosophical program, at all: Peirce-Gurney 

correspondence:  

▪ Edmund Gurney was an active figure at the English Society for Physical Research. 

In his Phantoms of Living (1886), he claimed that he has found scientific evidence 

in favor of the existence of telepathy. 

▪ James wrote a favorable critique of the book in 1887. He found it ‘the most 

extraordinary work.’ 

▪ Peirce, however, heavily criticized the book in his review that came out in 1887, 

titled “Science and Immortality”. He found the book ‘worthless’. 

▪ Gurney eventually found that George Albert Smith, his research assistant, had 

fabricated the data of their study. Houser reports that Gurney then committed 

suicide. 



       

James’ Broad Account of Evidence: 

- In his “The Will to Believe” (1896), James attacks Huxley and Clifford’s evidentialism, according 

to which one should believe only in proportion to the evidence.  

- James argues that for a certain class of beliefs (e.g. religious beliefs), we are not to wait for the 

‘objective evidence’ to come and support it; rather, we should embrace them by our passion.  

- Please note! There is no consensus in the literature on how to understand James’ critique of 

evidentialism. Some James scholars suggest that James was set against evidentialism, whilst some 

other argue that James was incorporating a broader concept of evidence in his philosophy. I’m 

following the latter interpretation, though you should be aware that it is still controversial.   

o On the latter reading, James is still an evidentialist. For him, however, the satisfaction of 

the believer is also a legitimate type of evidence. Hence, if a belief satisfies an individual, 

that individual is justified to use his satisfaction as an evidence for his belief. 

o I believe the latter reading is more accurate because James’ account of evidence is to be 

understood in light of his account of experience. As discussed earlier, James had a broad 

account of experience entailing mysterious experiences and alike.  

Some Remarks on James’ The Will to Believe: 

- In this lecture, James clearly sets his objective as follows: “I have brought with me to-night… an 

essay in justification of faith, a defense of our right to adopt a believing attitude in religious 

matters”. 

- James endorses the dispositional account of belief – a very pragmatist concept. 
o  Speaking of the dead hypothesis, he writes “no tendency to act on it exists in us to any 

degree”. 
- James used to occasionally refer to Peirce in his works, though in an implicit way. His lecture on 

The Will to Believe (1896) is not an exception in this regard: 

o James motivates his discussion by speaking of the dominant discourse in Harvard that was 

promoting ‘freethinking’ and ‘indifferent’ views on God’s existence. Peirce, surely, was 

among the pioneers of the agnosticism in Harvard. 

o In that very lecture, James laments about the logicality of Peirce’s pragmatism: 

“I have long defended to my students the lawfulness of voluntarily adopted faith; but as 

soon as they have got well imbued with the logical spirit, they have as a rule refused to 

admit my contention to be lawfully philosophically.” (emphasis added) 

- Clifford’s evidentialism claims that if evidence underdetermines a question, one must suspend 

judgment. 

o James, on the other hand, claims that if the option in front of us is a genuine one (i.e. live, 

momentous, and forced), then we are justified in believe in it without having objective 

evidence in support of our belief. 

o Believe in god’s existence is an example of a genuine option. 

o For such options, our faith in then is to be counted as evidence (see page 22).  

- James claims that if we think something is true, then our faith can create the associated facts in 

support of our belief. He brings the example of an individual who thinks other people likes him. 

His belief, in turn, makes him act such that other people would actually like him.  



o In his ‘The Sentiment of Rationality’, he imagines a person trying to jump across a chasm. 

He argues that the person should believe he can make it, for it increases the likelihood of 

his success. 

▪ Some medical scholars have found William James’ philosophy a good framework 

to explain the placebo effect. 

o Note that depression hit hard James in 1870’s. He was of the view that depression is the 

right response to our situation. Only a year before his talk on “The Will to Believe”, he 

wrote an essay titled ‘is life worth living?’ This is how he ends that essay: 

“These, then, are my last words to you: Be not afraid of life. Believe that life is worth 

living, and your belief will help create the fact. The "scientific proof" that you are right 

may not be clear before the day of judgment… is reached” 

o James sought for the meaning of life in mysticism and religious experiences. Note that 

Wittgenstein had a similar background which may explain his interest in James’ Varieties 

of Religious Experiences circa 1913. 

▪ Wittgensteinean quietism or Wittgenstein’s interest in mysticism is to be 

understood in light of his interest in James’ views of experience, religion, truth, 

and the meaning of life. At least, this is how Russell used to read Tractatus.    

Some Jamesean Lessons We Just Learned: 

- Truth is a plastic concept. The true is what works for an individual, and what works for individuals 

varies from person to person.  

- At least in some cases, we are justified in having belief in a proposition without bringing objective 

evidence to support it.  

- We are justified in employing our passion or faith over the course of our inquiry. Faith brings forth 

its own evidence. 

- Our faith in a proposition will make the associated facts for that proposition to make it true. As an 

example, we can think of the Placebo effect.   

- Inquiry is to be carried on by an individual. There is no justified ground for having a community-

based account of inquiry in James’ pragmatism.  

- James’ pragmatism implies that an inquiry is either to be carried out by an individual or within a 

homogenous community. 

- Having an agreement is not to be celebrated. A democratic inquiry is to be understood as 

acknowledging pluralism and relativism. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


