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ABSTRACT

Pragmatism is often thought to be incompatible with realism, the view
that there are knowable mind-independent facts, objects, or properties.
In this article, I show that there are, in fact, realist versions of pragma-
tism and argue that a realist pragmatism of the right sort can make
important contributions to such fields as religious ethics and philosophy
of religion. Using William James’s pragmatism as my primary example,
I show (1) that James defended realist and pluralist views in metaphys-
ics, epistemology, ethics, and philosophy of religion, and (2) that these
views not only cohere with his pragmatism but indeed are basic to it.
After arguing that James’s pragmatism provides a credible and useful
approach to a number of basic philosophical and religious issues, I
conclude by reflecting on some ways in which we can apply and poten-
tially improve James’s views in the study of religion.

KEY WORDS: pragmatism, realism, philosophy of religion, religious ethics,
William James

1. Introduction

If there is a prevailing view of pragmatism in the fields of religious
studies and theology today, it is that pragmatism is incompatible with
realism. By realism, I mean the general philosophical view that “there
are knowable mind-independent facts, objects, or properties” (Audi
1999, 33). It is widely assumed that pragmatism entails a commitment
to philosophical anti-realism—that is, a denial of the truth of realism—
and consequently that pragmatism must also reject such realist views
as the correspondence theory of truth in epistemology and religious
realism, the view that there are real, mind-independent objects of
religious belief. It is my intention to show that pragmatism is compat-
ible with realism—including even religious realism, which should be of
special interest to scholars of religion and theologians—and conse-
quently, that the prevailing view is mistaken. In the process, I want to
explore the prospects of a realist version of pragmatism for the study
of religion, in particular its prospects for such fields as religious ethics
and the philosophy of religion. Although I cannot feasibly explore the
many varieties of pragmatism in such limited space, it will be sufficient
for my purposes if I can show that there is at least one version of
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pragmatism that defends metaphysical and religious realism, the idea
of an objective, extra-human moral order, and the correspondence
theory of truth, which is necessary if we are reliably to predicate the
agreement of beliefs and statements with reality. The version of prag-
matism that I propose to examine is that of William James.

While there have been other major pragmatists who held realist
views on various philosophical issues—most notably Charles Sanders
Peirce—using James has several added benefits. First, James is not
usually understood as a metaphysical realist, much less as having
advanced a version of the correspondence theory of truth, and it is
often claimed that he rejected these views.1 In this regard, I hope to
show that there is ample textual evidence to support a realist inter-
pretation of James on basic metaphysical, epistemological, and reli-
gious issues. Second, and though it has seldom been appreciated,
James has special relevance for the field of religious ethics since he
actually practiced religious ethics and developed an extensive and
sophisticated account of the relationship between religion and moral-
ity. While James’s views on this subject are not wholly unprec-
edented, they nonetheless display considerable novelty and provide a
way of simultaneously acknowledging both the autonomy of morality
and the necessity of religious commitment for realizing certain moral
goods.

As we will see, there are versions of pragmatism for those whose
philosophical intuitions or religious beliefs (or both) run in a realist
direction.2 While not every line of James’s thought is equally promis-

1 The late Richard Rorty, for instance, described James in numerous works as an
anti-realist who rejected the correspondence theory of truth. While Rorty’s views have
been strongly criticized by many specialists in American philosophy, they have strongly
influenced how pragmatism is understood by many non-specialists, particularly in
religious studies and literature departments. See Rorty 1979, 1982, 1985, 1986, 1988,
1995a, 1995b, 1997, 1999. To my knowledge, the only place where Rorty acknowledges
James’s realism is in “Dewey Between Hegel and Darwin,” reprinted in Rorty 1998,
where he describes one of the realist passages in Pragmatism as “an unfortunate claim”
(294–95) and goes on briefly to discuss some of the reasons why James and Dewey were
unable to see that they were still caught in the grip of realism and empiricism (295–300).
What we should do to extend and improve upon their most valuable insights, Rorty
suggests, is to take a radical linguistic and historicist turn in our understanding of truth,
leaving talk of “agreement with reality” and “experience” behind in favor of talking
merely about sentences and how human beings use them. In contrast, I will argue that
it is precisely these features of James’s pragmatism that make it a defensible philo-
sophical view.

2 Jeffrey Stout does not usually identify himself as a realist, but let me add here that
I believe that the “modest” pragmatism he defends is compatible with the basic meta-
physical, moral, and religious claims that I have identified—this, despite the fact that
Stout usually steers clear of metaphysical issues and does not advocate a religious

654 Journal of Religious Ethics



ing, the same could well be said of any significant thinker. There is
much in James, though, that is philosophically interesting and defen-
sible, and much that might variously strengthen or challenge our
prevailing philosophical assumptions.

In section two, I examine the realist aspect of James’s pragmatism,
focusing specifically on how James’s pragmatism combines a “human-
ist” account of truth with a commitment to metaphysical realism. In
contrast to how he is usually understood—even by those who recognize
his commitment to realism—I show that James in fact develops and
defends a pragmatic version of the correspondence theory of truth.
Then, in section three, I discuss James’s religious realism and religious
ethics, and highlight some of the ways in which his religious and
ethical views connect with his understanding of truth and reality. I
show that James offers a nuanced account of the relationship between
religion and morality, and that his overall philosophical outlook is
deeply informed by his religious and ethical views. I then conclude the
essay with some brief reflections on how a realist and pluralist version
of pragmatism might contribute to such fields as religious ethics and
philosophy of religion today.

position on ethical issues. Indeed, Stout seems to be a moral realist, though his views on
this matter are not entirely clear. While Stout has repeatedly affirmed his belief in moral
truth (this is part of the semantic component of moral realism), he has not offered an
account of how one might verify—as opposed to justify—moral truth-claims (part of the
epistemological component of moral realism). The reason for his reticence, I suspect, is
due not only to the fact that verifying moral truth-claims involves reference to objective
moral facts and properties (this is the metaphysical component of moral realism), but
also to the difficulties surrounding the Gettier problem and its challenge to the view of
knowledge as justified true belief. Since Stout cannot or does not want to account for this
component of his moral realism, and since it is relatively easier to account for the
justification of moral beliefs along purely social and historicist lines, he has naturally
tended to focus attention instead on issues of moral justification. However, while Stout
has claimed that we do not need a theory of truth, this is precisely what one needs if one
wants to know something about the nature of truth, moral or otherwise, and how we
come to know it. Without this, moral truth remains a mysterious property. How might
Stout or one inclined toward his view address this problem? I would suggest that one
promising way of addressing it, and one being actively pursued in contemporary moral
philosophy and the natural sciences, is to naturalize our understanding of moral
properties by locating and explaining them in the context of an empirically grounded
account of human nature. Another approach, of course, is to bite the metaphysical bullet
and offer a supernatural account of moral facts and properties—but this is one that I
suspect Stout would reject. For Stout’s “modest pragmatism,” see Stout 1988, 243–65,
293–303; Stout 2004, 246–69. For a standard definition of “moral realism” and a
discussion of its metaphysical, semantic, and epistemological components, see Audi 1999,
588–89.
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2. James’s Metaphysical Realism and Pragmatic
Account of Truth

In this section, I propose to examine the coherence of James’s
pragmatism: namely, whether James’s explicit commitment to realism
(James 1975, 270–73, 283–85) and the notion of truth as agreement with
reality (1975, 96–97) might cohere with other claims that he makes
about truth and verification. Examples of the comments include the
claims that truth happens to an idea (1975, 97) and that truth is “only
the expedient in the way of our thinking, just as ‘the right’ is only the
expedient in the way of our behaving” (1975, 106). What I want to
demonstrate is not only that James’s pragmatism presupposes meta-
physical realism and the correspondence theory of truth, but also that
these endorsements are in principle consistent with James’s instrumen-
talism about truth and his claim that truth is an event that happens
to an idea. Following James’s own usage, I will refer to these claims
respectively as James’s realism and humanism about truth.3 While
many other questions surrounding James’s pragmatism remain, of
course, focusing on this issue should help us to rule out one-sided ways
of interpreting James’s theory of truth. It will also enable us to see, in
the next section, how James’s pragmatism manages to preserve a
“cordial relation with facts” without “turning positive religious construc-
tions out of doors” (1975, 26). More pointedly, it will help us to see how
James could consistently be both a pragmatist and a religious realist.

In the broadest sense, James sought not merely to humanize our
understanding of truth—to see it, as Hilary Putnam has aptly written,
“as a human instrument, and not as an idea that dropped from the
sky”—but also to offer a concrete account of how true beliefs and
statements relate to and agree with reality (see Putnam 1995, 21). As
James writes toward the beginning of his discussion of truth in
Pragmatism,

Truth, as any dictionary will tell you, is a property of certain of our ideas.
It means their “agreement,” as falsity means their disagreement, with
“reality.” Pragmatists and intellectualists both accept this definition as a
matter of course. They begin to quarrel only after the question is raised
as to what may precisely be meant by the term “agreement,” and what
by the term “reality,” when reality is taken as something for our ideas to
agree with [1975, 96].

The first point to be made here, and one that most interpreters
have missed, is that James did not reject the idea that truth means

3 For James’s characterization of pragmatism in terms of “humanism,” see James
1975, 115–29, 203–6, and 236–43. For his characterization of pragmatism in terms of
“realism,” see James 1975, 265–85.
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correspondence to, or agreement with, reality. Indeed, he referred to
anti-realist interpretations of his account of truth as the “fourth
misunderstanding” of pragmatism.4 What James rejected, rather, was
the idea that “correspondence” names a mysterious and singular rela-
tion to absolute reality, of which our true beliefs and statements are
merely passive copies or transcripts. For James, the fundamental
problem with our inherited ways of talking about truth is not the idea
of correspondence itself. It is rather that we have failed to specify in
any concrete way what the “correspondence” or “agreement” of our
beliefs and statements with “reality” means. As a result, the concept of
truth is left altogether mysterious to us; it is a term that we apply to
beliefs and statements but do not really know how to explain. In his
two major works on the subject, Pragmatism and The Meaning of
Truth, James develops and defends a new version of the correspon-
dence theory of truth that aims to overcome just that problem. James’s
solution, as we shall see, was to clarify the distinction between truth
and reality, and to humanize the former concept—that is, to see it as
a human instrument serving various human purposes—while preserv-
ing the commitment to metaphysical realism inherent in the latter. In
the remainder of this section I will try to explain, albeit briefly, exactly
what this proposal means and what consequences it entails. This will
be important not only for understanding James’s pragmatic theory of
truth, but also for understanding the sort of realism to which James
subscribed.5

4 See “The Pragmatist Account of Truth and Its Misunderstanders” in James 1975,
265–82, especially 270–73.

5 While others have recognized James’s realism and its relation to his theory of truth
over the years, including Ralph Barton Perry—who was perhaps the first interpreter to
recognize James’s realism, though he did not analyze it in any great depth—and more
recently Putnam and Joseph Margolis, to my knowledge no interpreter has yet recog-
nized (1) that James was committed to metaphysical realism and (2) that his theory of
truth was a type of correspondence theory, even though he was critical of other types of
correspondence theories. This claim requires some unpacking.

Consider Putnam and Margolis. In recent years, Putnam has argued that James was
a direct (perceptual) realist and has acknowledged his affinity with such a view (1995,
5–26). However, Putnam has long argued against the correspondence theory of truth and
metaphysical realism, and argued that one of James’s major contributions was to have
rejected both. Recently, however, Putnam has made some important concessions in the
former respect, now endorsing a disquotational account of truth in that we can say that
some terms—but not necessarily whole sentences—correspond to reality, an account
which he also ascribes to James. See Putnam’s essay in Conant and Zeglén 2002, 84. This
is a major concession indeed, as it is just one step short of endorsing a full-throated
correspondence theory of truth, in which propositions are understood to correspond to
reality; after all, it is a short step from saying that “rain” corresponds to a real event in
the world to saying that “It’s raining” does so. In the latter respect, though, Putnam has
remained firm, arguing against metaphysical realism on the grounds that it presupposes

Pragmatism, Realism, and Religion 657



Let us begin with the realist aspect of James’s pragmatism. If we are
to understand the realist aspect of James’s account of truth, we will
first need to distinguish what is sometimes pejoratively called “naïve
realism” from the more general kind of metaphysical realism that
James defended.6 James consistently rejected philosophical theories
that naïvely presume that concepts and theories are passive mirrors of
an absolute reality rather than approximations of reality for human
purposes.7 To deny that concepts and theories are mirrors, however, is
not necessarily to deny that they refer to a real, mind-independent
world. Nor is it to deny the basic idea behind the correspondence
theory of truth—namely, that truth involves a kind of agreement or

three problematic theses: “(1) the world consists of a fixed totality of mind-independent
objects (or, in other words, there is the world in itself), (2) there is exactly one true and
complete description of the world, (3) truth is a sort of correspondence” (see Zeglén’s
introductory remarks in Conant and Zeglén 2002, 90–91).

Putnam draws upon both James and Dewey in support of his rejection of metaphysi-
cal realism, but it should be noted that he defines the term in a highly controversial and
burdensome way. In common philosophical usage, metaphysical realism is usually
understood to mean only the view that “there is a world of mind-independent objects”
(Audi 1999, 33). This is a far more modest and general definition than Putnam’s, and it
is what most realist philosophers mean when they use the term. While I agree with
Putnam that James rejects theses (1) and (2)—though not thesis (3), for reasons that I
will discuss shortly—I believe that his definition of metaphysical realism is not suffi-
ciently general, and will show that James not only could but does endorse the second
sense of metaphysical realism discussed above.

Margolis, in turn, understands pragmatism as incompatible with the correspondence
theory of truth, and has claimed that James rejected such a theory in the process of
endorsing what he calls a “constructive realism,” a type of internal realism that bears a
number of similarities with Putnam’s earlier attempts at developing an internal realist
theory. See Margolis 1986, 257; 2002, 24–29. Margolis, unfortunately, does not provide
textual support for these claims about James’s philosophical views, and so it is difficult
to know how to assess them.

6 Again, in the most general terms metaphysical realism is the view that “there is a
world of mind-independent objects,” and realism proper means the view that “there are
knowable mind-independent facts, objects, or properties” (Audi 1999, 33). This stands
opposed to what anti-realists believe, who “deny either that facts of the relevant sort
are mind-independent or that knowledge of such facts is possible” (1999, 33). If “naïve
realism” means the view that what it means to know mind-independent facts, objects, or
properties (or a world composed thereof) is to possess concepts or theories which copy or
mirror those things, then James is not a naïve realist. For the full citation of the lines
quoted above, see the entry for “anti-realism” in Audi 1999, 33.

7 James refers to the former view as “naif realism,” and he contrasts it with a newer
and more plausible version of realism presupposed by the modern natural sciences and
by pragmatism. See James 1975, 91. Regardless of how one designates James’s version
of realism, though, the essential point to be grasped is that James combines an
instrumentalist understanding of concepts and theories (conceptual instrumentalism or
pragmatism) with the view that true beliefs and claims about reality are ones that
actually or potentially agree with some reality.
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“fit” between a belief or statement on the one hand and reality on the
other. What James’s pragmatic theory of truth denies is not the claim
that truth involves correspondence to reality, but rather (1) the
common and mistaken conflation of truth with reality, and (2) the
claim that correspondence is a mysterious, mind-independent property
wholly uninfluenced by the actions and practices by means of which we
arrive at truth.

Regarding the first denial, James traces much of our conceptual
confusion about truth—as well as much misunderstanding of his
pragmatism—to the failure to distinguish between truth and reality.
“Realities are not true,” James remarks, “they are; and beliefs are true
of them” (1975, 272).8 What James’s pragmatism adds to this formula is
that “if there is to be truth . . . both realities and beliefs about them must
conspire to make it” (1975, 273). Realities exist quite independently of
what we think or say about them. However, true beliefs and claims exist
only insofar as there are minded, language-using beings that can have
beliefs and make claims about those realities. In this sense, truth is
not an eternal, mind-independent property, because it does not exist
independently of the existence of claimants. Moreover—and this is
crucial—truth is still dependent upon the existence of a real world for
James, for without actual or potential reference to, and agreement with,
some reality, no belief or statement can be true. James makes this point
explicit in a number of passages, including the following:

My account of truth is realistic, and follows the epistemological dualism
of common sense . . . this notion of a reality independent of either of us,
taken from ordinary social experience, lies at the base of the pragmatist
definition of truth. With some such reality any statement, in order to be
counted true, must agree. Pragmatism defines “agreeing” to mean certain
ways of “working,” be they actual or potential [1975, 283–84].

James’s pragmatic account of truth thus presupposes metaphysical
realism—here expressed as the view that there is a knowable, mind-
independent reality—while stressing that truths and the realities to
which they refer must be distinguished; a true idea or statement is not
identical to the reality to which it refers.9

8 James makes the same point in Pragmatism, where he writes, “The ‘facts’ them-
selves . . . are not true. They simply are. Truth is the function of the beliefs that start and
terminate among them” (1975, 108).

9 A careful reading of essays such as “The Meaning of the Word Truth” (James 1975,
283–85) shows that James understood correspondence not merely as a relationship
between many terms and reality, but also as a relationship between many statements and
reality. James is clearly working with a propositional understanding of truth as corre-
spondence in such passages, though he does not restrict truth-value to propositions alone,
as has been common since the advent of “the linguistic turn.” Hence, Putnam’s recent
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Regarding the second denial, and as Putnam has rightly observed,
for James,

To say that truth is “correspondence to reality” is not false but empty, as
long as nothing is said about what the “correspondence” is. If the
“correspondence” is supposed to be utterly independent of the ways in
which we confirm the assertions we make (so that it is conceived to be
possible that what is true is utterly different from what we are warranted
in taking to be true, not just in some cases but in all cases), then the
“correspondence” is an occult one, and our supposed grasp of it is also
occult [1995, 10].10

On James’s view, we cannot meaningfully separate truth from the
means, the actions and practices, by which we come to know it. Truth
and verification are inseparably bound up with one another; indeed, on
James’s view they are practically indistinguishable.11 It is here that
James’s realism connects with his humanism, for he frequently
stresses that we cannot separate truth from what it is “known as” or
the actions and practices by means of which we come to verify a given
idea or statement as true.12 It is only by means of these concrete

assertion that James endorsed a “disquotational” account of truth in which terms but
not whole sentences can correspond to reality seems to be mistaken (see Putnam 1995,
7 n. 8).

As we see here and in other places in James’s epistemological writings, ideas and
beliefs may also correspond to reality and consequently possess truth-value. For James,
truth is not an exclusive property of certain propositions alone—a point that has
important philosophical consequences, most notably that James seems to understand
truth as a broadly cognitive property and not as a narrowly linguistic property. This
feature of James’s account of truth may actually make it more relevant to epistemologists
and philosophers of mind and language than it might have been twenty years ago now
that the linguistic turn is coming under serious scrutiny in these fields, largely due to
the influence of recent advances in cognitive science and neurobiology.

10 For James’s clearest statement of his views on this issue, see James 1975, 270–
73.

11 Putnam offers an interesting variation on this pragmatic view of truth, which was
shared in common by both James and Dewey. Like the classical pragmatists, Putnam
wants to view truth as a human instrument; but unlike them, he rejects the strong claim
that truth can be adequately defined in terms of verification. Putnam, rather, sees
verification (and also justification) as being related to, but not strictly identical with,
truth. Regarding the relationship between truth and verification, Putnam writes that
“understanding what truth is in any given case and understanding what confirmation is
are interwoven abilities” (see “The Permanence of William James” in Putnam 1995, 12).
Regarding the relationship between truth and justification, and with an eye on the
Gettier problem, he writes, “All I ask is that what is supposed to be ‘true’ be warrantable
on the basis of experience and intelligence for creatures with a ‘rational and sensible
nature’” (see “A Defense of Internal Realism” in Putnam 1990, 41).

12 This is what James meant when he famously wrote that the “trail of the human
serpent is thus over everything” (1975, 37). James makes this remark in the context of
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“workings” and “leadings,” as James variously calls them, and the
“satisfactions” that they afford that we come into possession of truth.
If James’s account of truth is to avoid explaining the obscure by way
of the more obscure, however, it will need to clarify what these terms
mean. Luckily James does this, particularly in The Meaning of Truth,
a book that he hoped would dispel certain misunderstandings of his
pragmatism.

What it means for ideas or statements to “correspond to” or “agree
with” reality on James’s view is that they actually or potentially (1)
point or lead us to some reality and (2) yield satisfaction as a result
(1975, 270). An idea or statement “works” if it does both of these things,
because it puts us into actually experienced or potentially experience-
able relations with reality. For example, on James’s view, we confirm
the truth or falsity of statements such as “It’s raining” by performing
actions such as looking out the window, walking outside, asking a
friend to perform one of these actions for us, and so forth. When we
perceive the rain—or any other real feature of the world—we thereby
verify the statement, at least for all practical purposes. This is the
pragmatic meaning of truth on James’s view, in particular what it
means for a belief or statement to “correspond” to reality. In such cases,
what we have done is to grasp the experiential relations that obtain
between our beliefs and statements and the world. There is nothing
mysterious about this, so long as we recognize that there is (at least
under normal conditions) no gap in the structure of experience, or
between our minds and our experience of the world. In the case of
analytic truths, including true mathematical and logical statements,
what we perceive are the purely conceptual relations that obtain
between various symbols and statements (see, for example, James
1975, 100–2).

Of course, much of what we believe to be true depends on confir-
mations performed by others (because we cannot directly confirm or
disconfirm the truth of every statement for ourselves) and on our
shared linguistic and social practices. As James is careful to point out,
we are warranted in believing that there are tigers in India even if we
have not been there ourselves and seen them with our own eyes. The

arguing that the idea of truth as a property wholly independent of our minds and
activities is nonsensical. As we find two lines before, “purely objective truth, truth in
whose establishment the function of giving human satisfaction in marrying previous
parts of experience with newer parts played no role whatever, is nowhere to be found”
(1975, 37). Contrary to how the first-mentioned passage is often interpreted—almost
always out of context, I should add—James nowhere indicates that he thinks “the human
serpent” is all there is, nor does he ever suggest that we can make sense of the concept
of truth independently of its agreement with or correspondence to reality.
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fact that our perceptions of, and propositions about, tigers point or
refer to the tigers is, as James puts it, “a perfectly commonplace
intra-experiential relation, if you once grant a connecting world to be
there” (1975, 200). The correspondence or agreement of our beliefs and
statements with reality is “no special inner mystery,” he insists, “but
only an outer chain of physical or mental intermediaries connecting
thought and thing. To know an object here is to lead it through a context
which the world supplies” (1975, 200–1). The correspondence of
thoughts and objects (whether physical or ideal) is a real feature of our
experience in everyday life, even if it is not infallible or incorrigible.

For James, truth is an event; it happens to an idea or statement
because it is partly brought about through our actions and social
practices, but it does not reduce to our actions and social practices.13 As
he insists, “there can be no truth if there is nothing to be true about”
(1975, 272). Likewise, when James describes true beliefs and state-
ments as ones that “work,” he does not mean that they are true simply
because they are useful or that truth can be reduced to utility.14 That
“ideas should be true in advance of and apart from their utility,” James
insists, “that, in other words, their objects should really be there, is the
very condition of their having that kind of utility” (1975, 278). While
James understands truth—like all concepts and theories—as a human
instrument, he also thinks that what ultimately makes our beliefs and
statements about reality successful is their agreement with reality.
(Without some notion of agreement with reality, we might add, the
success of certain ways of describing and explaining reality and the
failure of others is left inexplicable.) Concepts and theories are thus
useful instruments for coping with reality only insofar as they put us
in touch with reality and help us to describe and explain it. While our

13 Hilary and Ruth Anna Putnam nicely capture this feature of James’s thought when
they write that for James “truth . . . presupposes community. But community is not
enough” (1990, 231).

14 These are, respectively, what James called the second and seventh misunderstand-
ings of pragmatism. See “The Pragmatist Account of Truth and Its Misunderstanders” in
James 1975, 267–68, 277–80.

Whether James understood truth as an absolute or a relative concept has been a point
of some contention in the recent secondary literature. See, for example, Putnam’s essay
“James on truth (again)” in Carrette 2005, 172–82, where Putnam examines James’s
remark in The Varieties of Religious Experience that the word “truth” means “something
additional to bare value for life”—in other words, that truth is not reducible to utility.
Putnam argues here against David Lamberth, who in several works has argued that
truth does not play a basic or first-order role in James’s philosophy (Lamberth instead
assigns this role to James’s notion of “pure experience”) and that James did not hold an
absolute notion of truth (Lamberth instead sees the notion of absolute truth as a merely
regulative ideal for James). I side with Putnam on this issue. For Lamberth’s views, see
Lamberth 1999, 2005.
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purposes with reality vary, James thinks, this realistic feature of truth
does not.

This last point is essential for understanding James’s humanism
and realism about truth. As James writes in The Meaning of Truth:

The pragmatist calls satisfactions indispensable for truth-building, but I
have everywhere called them insufficient unless reality be also inciden-
tally led to. If the reality assumed were cancelled from the pragmatist’s
universe of discourse, he would straightway give the name of falsehoods
to the beliefs remaining, in spite of all their satisfactoriness. For him, as
for his critic, there can be no truth if there is nothing to be true about.
Ideas are so much flat psychological surface unless some mirrored matter
gives them cognitive lustre. This is why as a pragmatist I have so
carefully posited “reality” ab initio, and why, throughout my whole
discussion, I remain an epistemological realist [1975, 272].

What we see here is that James’s humanism or instrumentalism about
truth is not incompatible with realism.15 Indeed, insofar as James’s
account is instrumentalist, it actually presupposes realism, for without
a real world our concepts and theories have no purchase and cannot
sensibly “work.”16 Under the terms of an instrumentalist account of

15 It was Peirce’s failure to grasp the realist aspect of James’s pragmatism that,
among other things, led him to disavow James’s appropriation of the pragmatic maxim
that he had first developed in “How to Make Our Ideas Clear” (see 1992, 124–41). Peirce
thought that James had drawn unwarranted nominalist conclusions from his pragmatic
theory of meaning, and eventually changed the name of his theory to “pragmaticism” in
order to distance himself from the growing pragmatist movement and keep his theory, as
he put it, “safe from kidnappers.” See “What Pragmatism Is” in Peirce 1998a, 331–45.
While Peirce’s disagreements with James were complex, one of the fundamental sources
of misunderstanding can be traced to the fact that he and James used the term “realism”
in two very different senses. Whereas Peirce used the term in its scholastic sense as a
doctrine about the nature of universals (what he called “Scotistic Realism,” after Duns
Scotus), James used the term in what has now become the standard metaphysical
sense—that is, as the doctrine that “there is a world of mind-independent objects” (Audi
1999, 33). The latter sense of realism is compatible with either realism or nominalism
about universals. While James was indeed a nominalist about universals qua his
humanism—unlike Peirce, he did not think that true beliefs must ultimately correspond
to an extra-human, semiotic property of reality, which Peirce called “Thirdness”—he was
nonetheless a realist in his metaphysics. It was part of James’s genius to see (as Peirce
did not) that truth and reality are logically distinct, and that one could be a realist in
his metaphysics without thereby being a conceptual Platonist. For Peirce’s defense of
Scotistic Realism, see “Issues of Pragmaticism” in Peirce 1998b, 346–59.

16 James also stresses, however, that the very meaningfulness of truth-claims
depends upon there being realities to which they refer. This claim concerns the semantics
of truth, properly speaking, but it is related to the epistemological claim insofar as
reality serves as a conditio sine qua non for both meaningful and true statements about
reality. Taken together, we find James arguing that if beliefs or statements about reality
are to be either meaningful or true, there must first be a reality to which they refer.
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truth, truth cannot be separated from the means by which it is known.
Truth is not something outside the structure of human experience;
rather, it is part of that structure, just as our minds and the world are
part of it.17 James’s view is that “the truth-relation . . . has a definite
content, and . . . everything in it is experienceable” (1975, 173). As
James explains this last point,

The links of experience sequent upon an idea, which mediate between it
and a reality, form and for the pragmatist indeed are, the concrete
relation of truth that may obtain between the idea and that reality. They,
he says, are all that we mean when we speak of the idea “pointing” to the
reality, “fitting” it, “corresponding” with it, or “agreeing” with it—they or
other similar mediating trains of verification. Such mediating events
make the idea “true” [1975, 275].

The view that James describes in such passages clearly does not entail
a rejection of the correspondence theory of truth. Rather, it is a
pragmatic version of the correspondence theory of truth, one in which
any “gap” between our minds and the world is denied and in which
truth is determined by means of actual or possible experiential rela-
tions. To claim, as many interpreters have, that James rejected the
correspondence theory of truth outright is a misreading of serious
proportions.

Well and good, one might object, but does James not characterize his
commitment to realism in The Meaning of Truth as “epistemological
realism” rather than metaphysical realism? Does this not count against
an interpretation of James as a metaphysical realist, even if it is the
only place that James uses the phrase “epistemological realism” in
Pragmatism or The Meaning of Truth? The first point to be made in
response to this objection is that while the term “epistemological
realism” was not uncommon in James’s day, it is no longer commonly
used by contemporary philosophers; turning to a standard resource
such as The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy, one finds no entry for
the term. The reason for this, I think, is connected to the second and
more substantive point, namely that it is exceedingly hard to see how

Reference alone is insufficient for truth-value, however, because in order for a belief or
statement about some reality to be true it must also agree with that reality. Although
James is not usually thought of as a transcendental philosopher, these would seem to be
transcendental arguments that are basic to his pragmatism.

17 This is a feature of James’s radical empiricism, which holds, among other things,
that “the directly apprehended universe needs, in short, no extraneous trans-empirical
connective support, but possesses in its own right a concatenated or continuous struc-
ture” (1975, 173). For James’s fullest account of this metaphysical doctrine and its
corollaries, see James 1976.
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epistemological realism does not presuppose metaphysical realism. If
one understands epistemology to mean the theory of knowledge
(including such concepts as truth and epistemic justification)—and this
is the traditional and commonly accepted sense of the term, and was
certainly how James understood it—then epistemological realism
surely means the view that knowledge (as well as truth and epistemic
justification) involves reference to a real, mind-independent world.
Indeed, in James’s day, it implied not merely reference but also
correspondence to reality, a sense that James is careful to preserve. In
affirming that he is an “epistemological realist,” James is saying that
his theory takes truth to be an epistemic concept, and that it is
epistemic precisely on account of its relation to reality. Ideas or state-
ments can only be true if they “fit,” “lead up to,” or “correspond to”
reality; it is this relationship with reality, or the experiential mediating
events between our minds and the world, that makes our ideas or
statements true (1975, 275). Although James does not draw this
inference, it seems clear that his claims about truth and reality
logically presuppose a dependence relationship: namely, that while
there can be reality without truth, there cannot be truth without
reality. This strikes me as obviously true. In making this dependence
relationship explicit, I think we see how James’s account of truth takes
the existence of a mind-independent reality as a sine qua non for the
possibility of truth. As James insists, “there can be no truth if there is
nothing to be true about” (1975, 272). The terminological objection that
we have been considering would seem to be misguided, then, not only
because it presumes that James was an epistemological but not a
metaphysical realist, but also because it presumes that epistemological
realism does not presuppose metaphysical realism.

In sum, a failure to understand both the humanist and the realist
aspects of James’s account of truth has led to serious misunderstand-
ings of his pragmatism. Not only critics such as G. E. Moore and
Bertrand Russell, but also admirers like F. C. S. Schiller and Richard
Rorty have variously failed to appreciate that James was both a
humanist and a realist in his epistemology, and that his pragmatism
combines both—or at least attempts to do so. If I am right, even astute
and sympathetic interpreters of James such as Putnam have failed to
see that James endorsed a version of metaphysical realism and the
notion of truth as correspondence that is its epistemological correlate.
While James was not always successful in balancing the realist and
humanist aspects of his pragmatism—at times he suggests that reality
is somehow altered or reconstructed through our cognitive interactions
with it, which has the effect of undercutting his commitment to
realism—that he sought to combine these philosophical views in his
pragmatism cannot credibly be denied.
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What I hope to have shown in this section is that humanism and
realism about truth go hand-in-hand under the terms of James’s
pragmatic account. Humanism about truth without realism deprives
our beliefs and claims about reality of any “answerability to the world,”
to borrow John McDowell’s apt phrase (1994). On such a view, there is
nothing for a truth-claim “to be true about.” And realism about truth
without humanism fails to recognize that we do not have an absolute
or “God’s eye” view of reality, a view from nowhere that either is or can
be free of all particular human interests, practices, and epistemic
limits. Such a view fails to grasp not only the instrumental nature of
our concepts and theories, but also the fact that concepts and theories
are at best fallible models or approximations of reality for human
purposes, and not infallible and identical copies of reality. Understand-
ing the humanist and realist aspects of James’s account of truth not
only helps us to clarify our understanding of his pragmatism, but also
our understanding of pragmatism more generally.

We now need to consider how James’s metaphysical realism and
endorsement of a type of correspondence theory of truth connects with
other aspects of his thought. As we will see in the next section, James’s
realism also took a religious form that, in conjunction with his meta-
physical and epistemological views, influenced his understanding
of the nature of morality and moral properties. I will argue that
while James denied that moral facts and properties could exist
independently of the existence of empathic beings capable of making
value judgments (and in this respect they cannot be called mind-
independent), his views on morality nonetheless take on an objective
form in conjunction with his naturalistic moral theory and religious
realism.18 In the latter regard, James argues that if there are minds or
forms of consciousness higher than our own, and if those minds or
forms of consciousness manifest moral properties (indeed, manifest
them in a greater or even a perfect way), then the sphere of morality
includes forms of consciousness that are higher and morally greater
than our own. James included these entities in his pluralistic and
“piecemeal supernaturalist” account of the universe and argued in a

18 It is worth noting that James did not claim, as some moral anti-realists have, that
there are no objective moral facts or properties, or that values are mere projections onto
a world of brute facts. Values are real features of the world for James in the sense that
they are basic to our experience of reality, and are bound up with our theories and our
views about facts. But there would be no values in a world in which there were no
minded beings for whom things mattered, for whom some views were better and others
worse, some things good and others bad, and so on. What James rejects is not the claim
that there are real moral facts or properties, but rather the claim that such facts and
properties somehow exist independently of the existence of beings that can form
evaluative judgments.
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number of works that belief in and experience of them is of the utmost
importance for what he called “the moral life.” However, on James’s
view, different human needs and interests, concepts and contexts, come
together to shape particular forms of religious belief, experience, and
practice. Accordingly, we shall find that James’s pragmatic philosophy
of religion and religious ethics display not only his commitment to
realism, but also his commitment to humanism.

3. James’s Religious Realism and Religious Ethics

In addition to being a metaphysical realist, James was also a
religious realist.19 That is, he believed in the reality of an unseen
religious order and disbelieved that “our human experience is the
highest form of experience extant in the universe” (1975, 143; see also
1985, 408). Under the terms of James’s realistic account of religion
there exists, in the most general terms, a “more” of consciousness or
“wider self” with which our minds are in contact in cases of genuine
religious experience (see 1985, 400–8). As he wrote in the concluding
lecture of The Varieties of Religious Experience,

The further limits of our being plunge, it seems to me, into an altogether
other dimension of existence from the sensible and merely “understand-
able” world. Name it the mystical region, or the supernatural region,
whichever you choose. So far as our ideal impulses originate in this
region (and most of them do originate in it, for we find them possessing
us in a way for which we cannot articulately account), we belong to it in
a more intimate sense than that in which we belong to the visible world,
for we belong in the most intimate sense wherever our ideals belong. Yet
the unseen region in question is not merely ideal, for it produces effects
in this world. When we commune with it, work is actually done upon our
finite personality, for we are turned into new men, and consequences in
the way of conduct follow in the natural world upon our regenerative
change. But that which produces effects within another reality must be
termed a reality itself, so I feel as if we had no philosophic excuse for
calling the unseen or mystical world unreal [1985, 406].

To this “more” religious individuals and communities add their various
“overbeliefs,” or articles of faith.20 For James this took the form of belief
in a finite God—one limited only with respect to power—who is “but

19 For another interpretation of James as a religious realist, see T. L. S. Sprigge,
“William James as a religious realist” in Carrette 2005, 191–202.

20 James comments that “most of us pretend in some way to prop [overbelief] upon
our philosophy, but the philosophy itself is really propped upon this faith” (1985, 407).
While James thinks that a “science of religions” can help us to recognize certain
phenomenologically similar traits in different forms of religion, it cannot help us to
determine which (if any) overbeliefs are true and which are false. As James explains, “if
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one helper, primus inter pares, in the midst of all the shapers of the
great world’s fate” (1975, 143). Nonetheless, he allowed that different
individuals and communities will hold different overbeliefs, both as a
matter of predisposition and of personal choice, and that this plural-
istic situation is not to be regretted. James writes:

Religious fermentation is always a symptom of the intellectual vigor of a
society; and it is only when they forget that they are hypotheses and put
on rationalistic and authoritative pretensions, that our faiths do harm.
The most interesting and valuable things about a man are his ideals and
over-beliefs. The same is true of nations and historic epochs; and the
excesses of which the particular individuals and epochs are guilty are
compensated in the total, and become profitable to mankind in the long
run [1979, 9].

As this passage makes clear, James was not only a religious realist, but
also a religious pluralist. It also shows that he recognized a close
connection between religion and ethics or religious belief and moral
values. While James rejected the notion that values exist altogether
independently of minds, he nonetheless believed in the reality of
higher, extra-human forms of consciousness, and held that these forms
of consciousness were the source and guarantor of many of our highest
moral values.21 Thus, James’s religious realism has both moral content
and logical consequences for his account of morality.

In order to see this, it will be helpful to consider James’s essay “The
Moral Philosopher and the Moral Life” (1979), which presents one of
the clearest statements of his views on the nature of morality and its
connection to religion. Although James’s views on the nature of religion
would undergo significant change in later years, moving from a rela-
tively narrow defense of theism to a robust defense of religious plu-
ralism, the basic structure of his moral theory would remain the same.

we turn to the inner difficulties of such a science, we see that a point comes when she
must drop the purely theoretic attitude, and either let her knots remain uncut, or have
them cut by active faith” (1985, 386).

21 For the claim that some of our highest moral values and ideals originate in an
ideal, unseen order, see Lecture III, “The Reality of the Unseen” and Lectures XIV and
XV, “The Value of Saintliness” in James 1985, 51–70 and 262–300, respectively. For the
claim that belief in such an order can provide an objective ground and safeguard for our
moral values and ideals, see James 1975, 55 and James 1985, 408, where James writes
that “God’s existence is the guarantee of an ideal order that will be permanently
preserved.” While later pragmatists have sometimes found such claims objectionable, it
is worth noting that James rejected the view that morality is a purely human and
contingent affair. For James, the psychological and moral consequences of such a view
were unacceptable. Given the objective indeterminacy surrounding religious overbeliefs,
and the superior practical value of holding them, James argued that we can be
warranted in holding overbeliefs under certain conditions. This, in brief, is the crux of
his famous will to believe doctrine.
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James’s main purpose in the essay was to show that “there is no such
thing possible as an ethical philosophy dogmatically made up in
advance” (1979, 141). Here, James develops a naturalistic and conse-
quentialist moral theory that evinces the same sort of humanism about
moral concepts and theories as he would later develop about truth.
James writes,

Neither moral relations nor the moral law can swing in vacuo. Their
only habitat can be a mind which feels them; and no world composed of
merely physical facts can possibly be a world to which ethical proposi-
tions apply [1979, 145].

Similarly, while James does not rule out either the existence of God or
an ideal moral order, he denies that belief in such entities is necessary
in order to provide a basis for morality:

The only force of appeal to us, which either a living God or an abstract
ideal order can wield, is found in the “everlasting ruby vaults” of our
human hearts, as they happen to beat responsive and not irresponsive to
the claim. So far as they do feel it when made by a living consciousness,
it is life answering to life [1979, 149].

What is minimally necessary for the existence of morality, James
argues, is not the existence of God, an eternal moral law, or an
inherent “moral fabric” of the universe, but rather the existence of
empathic beings that have interests and make claims on one another.
More specifically, moral obligation and the moral point of view come
into existence when beings that have both cognitive and affective
capacities begin the intersubjective and social practice of making
claims on one another (1979, 145–47).22

What James offers in “The Moral Philosopher and the Moral Life,”
then, is a naturalistic and social account of the basis of morality. The
basis of morality is one thing, and the final ends of morality are

22 James does not explore the place of the emotions in moral reasoning and agency
at any great depth, though his naturalistic intuitions here clearly point in the direction
of a view in which both reasons and emotions play a crucial role in the moral life. For
James, in order for there to be moral agents (and consequently, moral properties such as
values), there must exist beings who are capable of having moral feelings or sentiments
and of reasoning. Indeed, as he argued in other works, rationality is dependent upon
more cognitively basic capacities, specifically emotion and volition (see, for example, “The
Sentiment of Rationality” in James 1979, 57–89). Nevertheless, this is an area in which
we should be able to improve significantly upon James, especially in light of recent
discoveries in such fields as moral psychology, cognitive science, and early childhood
development. For a recent work that develops a naturalistic and intersubjective account
of morality that is attentive to the place of the emotions, see Darwall 2006.
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another. James tips his hand to this distinction at the end of section
two of the essay, where he writes,

We, on this terrestrial globe, so far as the visible facts go, are just like the
inhabitants of such a rock. Whether a God exist, or whether no God exist,
in you blue heaven above us bent, we form at any rate an ethical republic
here below. And the first reflection which this leads to is that ethics have
as genuine and real a foothold in a universe where the highest conscious-
ness is human, as in a universe where there is a God as well. “The
religion of humanity” affords a basis for ethics as well as theism does.
Whether the purely human system can gratify the philosopher’s demands
as well as the other is a different question, which we ourselves must
answer ere we close [1979, 150; my emphasis].

While James’s moral theory does not require the existence of God or an
ideal moral order, his broader account of ethics recognizes a need to
supplement morality with a practical form of religious faith. In the
final section of the present essay (section five), we find James defend-
ing the view that a purely naturalistic and social account of morality
ultimately fails to satisfy certain of our moral needs, and that if these
needs are to be met, one must hold certain additional metaphysical and
theological beliefs (1979, 159).23 In a move similar to Kant’s in the
Critique of Practical Reason, James argues that while the basis of
morality is autonomous from religion, our desire to lead “morally
strenuous” lives and to offer an account of moral objectivity cannot
plausibly be satisfied unless we postulate God’s existence.24 James’s
view, in brief, is that we cannot fully awaken our moral capacities and
sustain them at their highest level without believing that our moral
obligations are ultimately grounded in a moral standard that tran-
scends any merely human standard. James writes:

In a merely human world without a God, the appeal to our moral energy
falls short of its maximal stimulating power. Life, to be sure, is even in
such a world a genuinely ethical symphony; but it is played in the
compass of a couple of poor octaves, and the infinite scale of values fails
to open up [1979, 160].

23 At this point in his intellectual development, James argued for the practical
necessity of a form of theistic belief. However, by the mid-1890s, James’s religious
outlook had begun to change, increasingly moving in a pluralistic direction. Subse-
quently, James will speak of the need for metaphysical and religious beliefs, and not of
theological beliefs. For two of the best studies to date of James’s religious thought and
its development, see Levinson 1981; Lamberth 1999.

24 For Kant’s account of the highest good and the postulates of pure practical reason,
see Critique of Practical Reason, Part I, Book II (5:107–5:148) in Kant 1997, 90–122. For
an illuminating discussion of James’s complex relation to Kant, see Thomas Carlson’s
essay “James and the Kantian Tradition” in Ruth Anna Putnam 1997, 363–83.
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He continues:

Our attitude towards concrete evils is entirely different in a world where
we believe there are none but finite demanders, from what it is in one
where we joyously face tragedy for an infinite demander’s sake. Every
sort of energy and endurance, of courage and capacity for handling life’s
evils, is set free in those who have religious faith. For this reason the
strenuous type of character will on the battle-field of human history
always outwear the easy-going type, and religion will drive irreligion to
the wall [1979, 161].

Strictly speaking, the moral point of view does not require God’s
existence, much less God’s assistance in the moral life. But when we
believe that “a God is there, and that he is one of the claimants,” James
writes, “the infinite perspective opens out. . . . the more imperative
ideals now begin to speak with an altogether new objectivity and
significance” (1979, 160). Through religious belief not only do our moral
obligations acquire new force, it also becomes rational to believe that one
can attain certain goods that would otherwise be impossible (or at least
implausible) under the terms of a strictly naturalistic moral theory.

Although James does not discuss these goods in much detail in “The
Moral Philosopher and the Moral Life,” in later works he would deal
with such goods as personal salvation or liberation from suffering, as
well as collective goods such as the possible redemption or liberation of
the world.25 Indeed, he would modify his account of religion in the
process of coming to believe that a plurality of religious faiths, and not
merely theism, are capable of enabling human beings to lead morally
strenuous and flourishing lives, while maintaining his view that moral-
ity alone is insufficient for realizing such goods (see 1985, 44–50,
382–414). When we take a broad view of James’s writings, including
not only “The Moral Philosopher and the Moral Life” but also later
works such as The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902), Pragmatism
(1907), and A Pluralistic Universe (1909), we find that his basic claim
regarding the relationship between religion and morality is that there
are moral goods that can only be gained (if at all) by supplementing our
worldview with metaphysical and religious beliefs. While James thinks
that one is within one’s epistemic rights to abjure such beliefs and
thereby give up the hope of attaining these goods, he also thinks that
we have an epistemic right to become religious believers under certain
conditions.26 Beginning roughly with Varieties, James would expand

25 For James’s views on what sorts of goods might be achievable through religious
belief and practice, see James 1985; 1975, 131–44; and 1977, 137–49.

26 James’s views on religion and morality connect here with his will to believe
doctrine. For James’s most complete statements of this doctrine, see “The Will to Believe”
in James 1979, 13–33 and “Faith and the Right to Believe” in James 1948, 221–31.
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upon this view, arguing that to supplement one’s view of the world in
this way is not merely to hold metaphysical and religious beliefs, but
also to postulate the existence of the objects of one’s beliefs. Religion, he
now insists, is “not a mere illumination of facts already elsewhere
given . . . it is something more, namely, a postulator of new facts as
well” (1985, 407–8). He explains:

The world interpreted religiously is not the materialistic world over
again, with an altered expression; it must have, over and above the
altered expression, a natural constitution different at some point from
that which a materialistic world would have. It must be such that
different events can be expected in it, different conduct must be required
[1985, 408].

James refers to this realistic view as “the pragmatic way of taking
religion,” which involves conceiving the world as having both a natural
and a supernatural constitution (1985, 408).27

However, while James’s account of religion is realistic, it is not
thereby dogmatic. Although James consistently stresses that religious
beliefs should be held as fallible and revisable hypotheses, it is impor-
tant to grasp that for James religious hypotheses presuppose a com-
mitment to the reality of the objects to which they refer, just as
scientific hypotheses presuppose a commitment to the reality of the
physical phenomena to which they refer. The basic difference between
a dogmatic religious believer and a Jamesian religious believer, then,
is not that the former has realistic religious beliefs and the latter does
not, but rather that the former thinks that the truth of his beliefs is
certain, whereas the latter thinks that the truth of his beliefs is
provisional and subject to revision in light of future experience. “Expe-
rience, as we know, has ways of boiling over,” James writes, “and
making us correct our present formulas” (1975, 106).

While not every religious person could ascribe to every aspect of
James’s philosophy of religion and account of morality, it should be
clear that James was anything but an enemy of religious belief. Unlike
his fellow pragmatist John Dewey, who rejected religious realism in
favor of a purely humanistic and non-cognitive account of the “religious
function in experience,” James did not think that traditional forms of
religious belief and practice were either inherently incredible or inher-
ently incompatible with a democratic culture (see Dewey 1934). Fur-
thermore, unlike certain neo-pragmatists such as Richard Rorty, who
largely shared Dewey’s view of religion and saw traditional forms of

27 James also gives the name “piecemeal supernaturalism” to his “general philosophic
position” in the philosophy of religion, by which he means the view that the world has
both a natural and a supernatural constitution. See James 1985, 409–14.
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religious belief as a “conversation-stopper” in liberal democratic soci-
eties, James believed that the free exchange of religious ideas and
reasons in the public sphere was a vital social good.28 These aspects of
James’s pragmatic philosophy of religion should commend themselves
to religiously committed ethicists and philosophers of religion, as well
as those who seek to include a place for religion in the public sphere
but who are not personally religious. Even if these scholars happen to
disagree with James on certain points, which almost certainly they
will, they should nonetheless recognize the existence of common
ground between them.

4. Conclusions

For James, pragmatism was not an alternative to realism in meta-
physics, epistemology, or the philosophy of religion. It was rather a way
of accounting for his realist intuitions about the nature of reality,
knowledge, and the objects of religious belief and experience in a
concrete and experientially grounded way. The overarching purpose of
James’s pragmatism was to provide us with a “mediating way of
thinking” (1975, 26) about reality—one which mediates between the
extremes of a positivistic, “tough-minded” physicalism on the one hand,
and “tender-minded” philosophical and religious theories that lack any
empirical grounding on the other. According to James,

You want a system that will combine both things, the scientific loyalty to
facts and willingness to take account of them, the spirit of adaptation and
accommodation, in short, but also the old confidence in human values
and the resultant spontaneity, whether of the religious or of the romantic
type. And this is then your dilemma: you find the two parts of your
quaesitum hopelessly separated. You find empiricism with inhumanism
and irreligion; or else you find a rationalistic philosophy that indeed may
call itself religious, but that keeps out of all definite touch with concrete
facts and joys and sorrows [1975, 17].

It is intellectually responsible to want a scientific and empirically
grounded view of the world, James insists, but if this is all we have,
then our moral, aesthetic, and religious values will suffer. Likewise, if
our worldview accounts for the latter values but disconnects them from
the world of empirical facts, then our interest in scientific knowledge
and intellectual integrity will suffer. What James’s pragmatism aims to

28 See Richard Rorty, “Religion as Conversation-stopper” in Rorty 1999, 168–74. For
Rorty’s affinities with Dewey’s account of religion and his critique of James’s account, see
“Religious Faith, Intellectual Responsibility and Romance,” reprinted in Rorty 1999,
148–67.

Pragmatism, Realism, and Religion 673



provide is “a philosophy that can satisfy both types of demand. It can
remain religious like the rationalisms, but at the same time, like the
empiricisms, it can preserve the richest intimacy with facts” (1975, 23).
James’s pragmatism, in a very basic sense, sees these various theo-
retical and practical interests as goods to be accounted for and bal-
anced. If accounting for and balancing these many goods requires us
to modify our worldview, then so be it; indeed, the desire for a fixed
and uniform worldview shared by many “tough-minded” and “tender-
minded” thinkers is itself part of the problem, James thinks, because
such a Weltanschauung allows us to realize only a narrow range of
goods and purposes at the expense of many others. In this respect, we
see how James’s pragmatism entails a commitment to pluralism at
both the theoretical and practical levels.

To claim that we should recognize a plurality of legitimate and
irreducible goods and purposes, however, is not necessarily to endorse
an “anything goes” relativism. Not every perspective is equally valu-
able or truthful, and some cannot reasonably be said to be valuable or
truthful at all. As James insists, “one man’s vision may be much more
valuable than another’s” (1977, 10), and some views—such as religious
fanaticism and imperialism—are vicious and should be rejected.29 If
there is a weakness in James’s defense of pluralism, though, it is that
he sometimes stressed the value of tolerance at the expense of other
intellectual and moral values. In particular, we need to identify points
of similarity or even overlapping consensus between different ethical
and religious traditions, and to provide an account of ethical and
religious objectivity in the midst of ethical and religious pluralism.
While James made great strides in the latter respect in works like
The Varieties of Religious Experience, he left the ethical aspect of his
pluralism largely undeveloped.30 Any ethically adequate version of
pluralism must address this problem and work to overcome it—and
this, I believe, is an area in which we can improve upon James’s
account. One highly promising solution to this problem has been

29 Although James goes to great lengths in The Varieties of Religious Experience to
show that religion is the most valuable function in human life, he never claims that all
forms of religion are valuable, or that each is as good as any other. Indeed, he
acknowledges that religion can take monstrous or paltry forms, and discusses these at
some length. Similarly, in “The Moral Equivalent of War,” James criticizes such vices as
militarism and unreflective patriotism, while arguing that we should preserve tradi-
tional martial virtues and ideals but redirect them toward moral and civically valuable
ends. For the latter essay, see McDermott 1977, 660–771.

30 James made a start in essays such as “On a Certain Blindness in Human Beings”
and “What Makes a Life Significant” in Talks to Teachers, but his aim here was primarily
to defend the importance of tolerance regarding other values and ways of life. See James
1983.
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sketched by Philip J. Ivanhoe, who argues that we should move beyond
relativistic versions of ethical pluralism to what he calls “ethical
promiscuity,” a view that combines ethical pluralism with a commit-
ment to ethical realism. Ivanhoe writes:

Ethical promiscuity does not entail moral relativity, nor does it imply
that one can blithely move from one form of the good life to another in
quick succession. It is meant to emphasize that there is a remarkably
wide variety of possible good human lives and good human communi-
ties. These good lives will share a kind of family resemblance and the
people who live them will both be able to appreciate each other’s lives
and agree in ruling out absolutely certain kinds of practices [1996, 213
n. 25].

If we extend Ivanhoe’s insights to metaphysical and other theoreti-
cal issues, we would seem to have an approach that captures James’s
general philosophical commitment to realism and pluralism while
ruling out the relativistic claim that any sort of life or view of the world
is as good as any other.31 Under the terms of an ethically and reli-
giously promiscuous version of pluralism, for instance, there are many
good ways of life and religious views of the world, and the loss of such
diversity would be a truly bad thing. But these good ways of life and
views of the world are not radically different from one another. At the
metaphysical level they are grounded in a common, real world that at
once enables and constrains their various interpretations of it, and at
the ethical level, they converge in judging certain kinds of beliefs and
practices as unacceptable. Buddhists and Christians, for example, can
both agree about the wrongness of infanticide and torture, and can
likewise agree that such practices are violations of an objective moral
order, even if they offer different theories of human nature and the
nature of the moral order.

If an ethically and religiously “promiscuous” approach is to be
pragmatic, though, it must account not only for the reality and plu-
rality of ethical values and religious beliefs, but also the human
contribution to ethics and religion. Values are an inherent part of our
experience of a meaningful world. To quote James, they “form the
background for all our facts, the fountain-head of all the possibilities
we conceive of” (1985, 53). In this sense, the Jamesian pragmatist
understands values as real and constitutive features of human expe-
rience, and not as mere projections onto the furniture of the universe.
As James writes in this context,

31 Ivanhoe himself draws inspiration from John Dupre’s notion of “promiscuous
realism” in the philosophy of science. See Ivanhoe 1996. For Dupre’s notion, see Dupre
1993.
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This absolute determinability of our mind by abstractions is of one of the
cardinal facts in our human constitution. Polarizing and magnetizing us
as they do, we turn towards them and from them, we seek them, hold
them, hate them, bless them, just as if they were so many concrete
beings. And beings they are, beings as real in the realm which they
inhabit as the changing things of sense are in the realm of space [1985,
54].

However, while values are real and constitutive features of our expe-
rience, for a Jamesian pragmatist, it is implausible to think of them as
having an altogether mind-independent existence. Values are not like
rocks and stars, which have a mind-independent ontology; they, in
contrast, are tied to the existence of minded beings and would go out
of existence if such beings ever ceased to exist. This is simply to say
that values should be understood in humanistic as well as realistic
terms. Indeed, seeing values as inextricably connected with the judg-
ments made by minded beings—and recognizing the different judg-
ments that such beings make—can help us to account for the
pluralistic nature of values in addition to their realistic nature. Bal-
ancing humanism with realism about moral facts and properties is a
strategy that few religious ethicists have pursued, and I believe that it
is one that could have significant payoffs in such fields as comparative
religious ethics and in the attempt to identify or construct a common
morality. Progress here demands that religious ethicists make use of
the same scientific resources as their counterparts in moral philosophy,
who have been generally quicker to recognize the importance of recent
scientific discoveries in such areas as evolutionary biology, cognitive
science, and child development, and more ready to embrace the idea
that human beings have a common biological nature that at once
underlies morality and places limits on moral relativity.32

The major strength of a religiously realist and pluralist version of
pragmatism, I believe, is that it enables us to account for the potential
reality of some of the objects of religious belief, experience, and
devotion—and thus, the potential truth-value of some religious beliefs
and informational quality of some religious experiences—while reject-
ing the narrow exclusivism characteristic of many realist approaches to
religion. Such an approach will appeal to those who not only have
religious interests that they hope to pursue and satisfy through the
study of religion, but who also think that there is or may be truth and
value in many religious views and practices, and not simply in one’s
own. How might one warrant such a theory? One potential way of
warranting belief in the truth of religious claims is to turn to religious

32 For two of the best recent works on the naturalistic basis of morality, see Sober and
Wilson 1998; Bloom 2004.
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experience, an approach that was pioneered by James and has subse-
quently been pursued by a number of philosophers of religion, including
William Alston and Alvin Plantinga.33 While there is much that sepa-
rates James’s account from Alston’s and Plantinga’s respective
accounts—most notably the religiously pluralist focus of James’s
account and the specifically Christian focus of theirs—what they share
in common is the basic presupposition that religious experience can
provide a direct and independent warrant for religious belief. This is
a promising approach, I believe, and as Alston, Plantinga, and others
have shown, it has strong epistemological legs. However, a contempo-
rary pragmatic and realist approach to religious experience needs to
address certain problems, particularly those raised by James’s account.
Consider the following. Whereas Alston and Plantinga maintain that
beliefs derived from religious experiences can be rational and war-
ranted without reference to other beliefs—or at least rational and
warranted within the context of a given community of belief and its
epistemic criteria—James usually maintains that the direct insights
afforded by religious experiences also need to satisfy certain
community-independent criteria (including both epistemic and moral
criteria) in order to be warranted.34 At other times, however, James
claims that religious beliefs can be directly warranted by mystical
experiences without any need of further rational support, in much the
same way that perceptual beliefs are directly warranted by perceptual
experiences (1985, 335–39). Since James also claims that “personal
religious experience has its root and centre in mystical states of
consciousness” (1985, 301), we would seem to have two rival Jamesian
accounts on this issue. Either account is potentially defensible, but one
must choose: either the epistemic justification of religious beliefs
derived from religious experiences requires coherence with other
beliefs, or it does not. While both accounts presume the realism
inherent in James’s pragmatism, only the first coheres with its human-
ist and holist aspects. I think that in some ways, this is the more
attractive of the two accounts by virtue of its demand for reflective
equilibrium, but it faces the additional challenge of showing how

33 For representative statements of their respective views, see Alston 1991; Plantinga
1981, 1982.

34 James held—at least most of the time—that in addition to the “immediate
luminousness” that is directly provided by religious experiences, we also need to consider
the “philosophical reasonableness” and “moral helpfulness” of the beliefs based on such
experiences in the process of determining their warrant. This “empiricist criterion,” as
James called it, represents a mixed type between evidentialist views of religious
justification and what have been called “experientialist” views. For James’s “empiricist
criterion,” see James 1985, 23. For the difference between evidentialist and experien-
tialist views of religious justification, see the entry for “evidentialism” in Audi 1999, 294.
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religious beliefs about reality cohere with scientific ones. The second
account, on the other hand, can be grounded simply in terms of a direct
realist view of perception, which is arguably one part of James’s
pragmatism and radical empiricism. It is theoretically tidier than the
first account, but it comes at the potential cost of dissociating religious
belief from other of our beliefs, including scientific and ethical beliefs.
These are difficult matters, and I will not presume to resolve them here.

While we have much to learn, I believe, from studying a thinker like
James, I am not recommending that we all become Jamesian pragma-
tists. We can take James in piecemeal fashion rather than taking him
wholesale, just as we often do with philosophers such as Aristotle,
Kant, and Hegel. There is nothing to prevent one, for example, from
endorsing the realism and humanism that are basic to James’s prag-
matism without buying into his religious views or all the details of his
account of truth. Indeed, I have suggested that we need to build upon
James’s account in several places, and doing this may sometimes
require us to modify or even depart from his views. It almost certainly
will require us to take account of a wider body of religious data than
James did, given the advances in our knowledge of religious traditions
that have occurred between James’s time and ours.35 Nevertheless, I
have tried to show that the realism, humanism, and pluralism inherent
in James’s pragmatism provide us with a means of satisfying and
reconciling a number of philosophical interests that sometimes are
thought to be incommensurable. Among these, and of central impor-
tance for the study of religion, is James’s ability to combine religious
realism and religious pluralism with a humanistic understanding of
the nature of religion. Perhaps most remarkably of all, what James
allows us to see is the possibility of viewing that ultimately transcends
both.
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