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  A Pluralistic Universe  a Century Later: 
Rationality, Pluralism, and Religion    

     DAVID C.    L AMBERTH     

    On 22 November 1907, a scant seven months aft er bound copies of  Pragmatism  
began to be off ered for sale, William James received a letter from Lawrence 
Piersall Jacks of Manchester College, Oxford, on behalf of the Hibbert Trust, 
inviting him to deliver lectures the following spring at the College. Jacks noted 
that he was keen on James because  Pragmatism  was everywhere being dis-
cussed. Given the theological nature of Manchester College, he suggested that 
“the religious aspect of [James’s philosophy] would provide the most suitable 
range of topics”.   1    James hemmed and hawed to his confi dants, though not as 
much as usual, and cabled his acceptance a few days later, noting that “Th e 
Present Situation in Philosophy” would be his topic. 

 Th e title appears at fi rst glance to be a rebuff  to Jacks’s suggestion of a 
religious focus. But distinctively for James—as opposed to John Dewey or, 
certainly, to contemporary pragmatists—a topic of “the present situation in 
philosophy” simply included the issue of religion. Th is was true throughout 
James’s career, not only in his later phase.   2    Discussions of religion appear in 
some of his earliest published essays, including the 1880 address “Rationality, 
Activity and Faith” and the 1884  “Introduction to Th e Literary Remains of 
the Late Henry James”.   3    Among James’s published books only  Th e Principles 

   1    Lawrence Piersall Jacks to William James, 10 Nov. 1907, (bMS Am 1092 1, #439), quoted 
in    William   James  ,   A Pluralistic Universe   [1909], ed.   Fredson   Bowers   and   Ignas K.   Skrupselis   
( Cambridge, Mass. :  Harvard University Press ,  1977 ),  213–14   n. 2.  

   2    Ralph Barton Perry in  Th e Th ought and Character of William James  (1936) saddled us with 
this periodization, which, while not altogether wrong, also obscures James’s abiding interests in 
a range of topics inclusive of psychology, religion, and philosophy.  

   3    James’s “Rationality, Activity and Faith” was published in 1882, but is better known as 
the second half of the chapter “Th e Sentiment of Rationality” in  Th e Will to Believe and Other 
Essays in Popular Philosophy  [1897], ed. Frederick H.  Burkhardt, Fredson Bowers, and Ignas 
K. Skrupskelis (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1979), 57–89. See also the earlier 
version: William James, “Th e Sentiment of Rationality”,  Mind , 4 (July 1879), 317–46.  
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of Psychology  (1890), its 1892 abridgement  Psychology:  Briefer Course , and 
 Th e Meaning of Truth  (1909) do not exhibit substantive engagement with reli-
gion.   4    By contrast the essays comprising  Th e Will to Believe  (written between 
1878 and 1896), and the volumes  Th e Varieties of Religious Experience  (1902), 
 Pragmatism  (1907), and  A Pluralistic Universe  (1909) all have signifi cant dis-
cussions of religion. Indeed, the topic fi gures prominently in the arguments 
of each, and frames the very narrative of the three series of twentieth-century 
lectures. Jacks’s suggestion to focus on the religious appeal of James’s philoso-
phy, then, was probably superfl uous, since James rarely did otherwise. But to 
those of us who read this material from the perspective of the early twenty-fi rst 
century, this overlap may look somewhat if not downright puzzling. 

 Critics of James then and now have taken the overlap between religion and 
philosophy to be a result in part of James’s participation in the liberal religious 
project of over-generalizing, and thus watering down, the content of religion. 
I would take serious issue with the criticism implicit in that, but I suggest that 
we are in any case equally well-served in alleviating this puzzlement about reli-
gion and philosophy by paying closer attention to James’s distinctive view of 
what philosophy is and is for, rather than focusing exclusively on his alliances 
with liberal Protestantism. To this end, before returning to issues of religious 
philosophy and philosophy of religion, this chapter will begin the second 
section of  William James and the Transatlantic Conversation  by addressing 
James’s refl ections on the nature of philosophical thinking as adumbrated in 
 Pragmatism  and his 1879  “Th e Sentiment of Rationality”. From there I  will 
return to the Hibbert Lectures at Oxford, and James’s particular reading of 
both philosophy and religion, before coming fi nally to a set of proposals for 
a programme for the contemporary philosophy of religion inspired by some 
of James’s distinctive refl ections. Th e chapter concludes with comments that 
seek to clarify and situate this proposal within our current academic practices.    

      PHILOSOPHIC RATIONALIT Y FROM THE 
PERSPECTIVE OF DESCRIPTIVE PSYCHOLOGY   

 James’s most frequently noted comments about philosophy are probably those 
found in the opening lines of  Pragmatism.  Th ere he democratizes the con-
ception of philosophy in general and pragmatism in particular, quoting the 
English literary writer G. K. Chesterton’s comment that the most important 
thing about a man is his philosophy, his view of the universe. James eventually 

   4    Th e posthumously published collection of essays  Essays in Radical Empiricism  (1912) has lit-
tle to do with religion, while  Some Problems in Philosophy  (also posthumous, 1910) treats religion 
in a number of places.  
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complicates the matter, drawing a distinction between the philosophic profes-
sional and the common person, who tolerates great dissonance among his or 
her commitments more easily. Th e former individual seems to be determined 
temperamentally to be preoccupied by the incongruence in ideas and views, 
and hence is drawn to more exacting discourse. However we choose to take 
this—as well as James’s related ambivalence about common sense later in the 
text—the reader of  Pragmatism  comes away with both the idea of philosophy 
as a sort of take, or overall view, on the world, and the ubiquity of this kind of 
philosophy-as-worldview within human life. 

 Although philosophy is now inwalled in departments within the University 
in a more rarefi ed and homogenized environment, the idea that philosophy 
has always been in some sense ubiquitous, or at least unavoidable, is none-
theless a reasonable historical generalization, at least if one looks beyond late 
nineteenth-century transatlantic exchange by returning to the pre-Socratics in 
the Mediterranean, or Indian or Chinese philosophers in the East. It also links 
more deeply to a key and quite radical feature of James’s own post-Darwinian 
worldview, on which thinking itself is taken to be closely related to an evolu-
tionary understanding of the human being. Put simply, for James thinking is 
not generally best understood along the traditional lines of contemplation or 
 theoria . Rather, thinking is a form of adaptive behaviour oriented most basi-
cally to action in and on a relatively stable but also continuously evolving envi-
ronment. James’s early engagement of the concept of the refl ex arc in  Principles , 
for example, on which thought and conception comprise the mediate stage 
between sensation or stimulus on the one hand, and action as outcome on 
the other, proves fundamental to his overall orientation to philosophy.   5    Th is is 
so because he continues to understand knowing as performing a function—
or, better, a broad set of functions—within such a world. Philosophies are, 
then, the most important thing about human beings (as stated in  Pragmatism ) 
because philosophies taken as wholes are, in a certain sense, representations—
or short-hands—of habits of action and patterns of character and behaviour. 
Th ey are thus generally predictive, and as a result, also practically valuable in 
the narrow sense. 

 But philosophy, in addition to being habituated and habitual like the rest of 
human life, is also itself potentially a means of intervention and of active adapta-
tion itself—or, at least, a means of guiding or aff ecting that adaptation through 
critical, refl ective engagement and discourse. Philosophy in the singular is, 
then, of particular importance due to the functional power of philosophies 
in the plural. In James’s psychology, the power of the will is the culminating 
aspect of mind, serving as the  telos  for the narrative arc of  Principles ; the move 

   5    See e.g.    William   James  ,   Th e Principles of Psychology   [1890], ed.   Frederick H.   Burkhardt  , 
  Fredson   Bowers  , and   Ignas K.   Skrupskelis   ( Cambridge, Mass. :  Harvard University Press ,  1981 ), 
i.  36–9 .   
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to understanding philosophy (or thought) as a mode of the exercise of volition 
within a complexly determined and also newly open fi eld, is likewise the hall-
mark of what we might call James’s philosophy of mind. 

 James’s interest in how philosophical thought proceeds dates to the begin-
ning of his work in the fi eld of psychology. In one of his early essays, “Th e 
Sentiment of Rationality”, written in 1879 when he had just accepted the task 
of preparing a “brief ” textbook on psychology, he takes up the psychological 
question of how philosophical thinking proceeds. James makes several crucial 
and ultimately characteristic empirical observations. First, he notes that the 
rationality on which a philosopher must understand him- or herself to depend 
is itself, from an empirical psychological point of view, marked by feeling—a 
feeling that is characterized negatively, by the lack of impediment, something 
like “fl ow”, or “fl uency” in Jamesian terminology.   6    Th is concept of the move-
ment of thought is later elaborated in James’s idea of the “stream of thought” in 
 Principles . It is also worth noting that its particular sense here is closely con-
nected to Charles Sanders Peirce’s notion from “Th e Fixation of Belief ” (1877), 
where doubt is an interruption in the habits of action that comprise belief, 
while belief fi xation is a return to habituated action.   7    In both of these cases, 
thought is at base an adaptive capacity that has practical context and import. 
Rationality, in James’s view, is thus tied to the functional dimension of that 
process, and is in fact indicated by, if not fully reducible to, the aff ective state 
of fl uency. It is an interesting question whether we are aware of fl ow directly, 
or we remark it only when irrationality or impediment breaks in (James argues 
that resistance is crucial to our attending to rationality). Whatever the case 
here, on this view the  functionality  of thought just is in a certain sense the 
marker of its felt rationality. And the psychology of this is taken by James to be 
valuable to understanding the practice of philosophy itself. 

 In addition to these observations about the aff ective dimensions of ration-
ality, James notes in “Th e Sentiment of Rationality” that the fl uency of 
thought—rationality—is itself obtained in a variety of ways. Chief among 
these for philosophers is the theoretic way, but alongside this mode are prac-
tical rationality and forms of rationality that “determine expectancy”, within 
which James considers religious and non-religious faith.   8    While a great deal 
of James’s future thinking is packed into this essay, and I might ideally dwell 
on it longer, in terms of this chapter it is useful to highlight several general 
points:  the fi rst is that James understands rationality to be relative to the 

   6    Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi has published an interesting book on fl ow:  Flow: Th e Psychology 
of Optimal Experience  (New  York:  Harper, 1991). He does not reference James signifi cantly, 
although the ideas resonate and the empirical cases would have been of interest to James.  

   7    See    Charles   Sander Peirce’s   “Th e Fixation of Belief ” [1877], in   Collected Papers of Charles 
Sanders Peirce  , ed.   Charles   Hartshorne   and   Paul   Weiss   ( Cambridge, Mass. :  Harvard University 
Press ,  1934 ), v.  223–47  .  

   8    James, “Sentiment of Rationality”, 89.  
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human, and in particular the embodied human engaged in thinking (which 
is itself a particular function); secondly, that he understands rationality to be 
plural; and, thirdly, that he understands philosophy typically to be engaged 
with only one of the plural forms of fl uency or rationality that human beings 
ordinarily display or are subject to. 

 Th e philosophic form of rationality is, on James’s estimation in 1879, pecu-
liarly engaged with its theoretic dimension. Th is dimension is empirically dis-
tinguished by its passions for simplicity on the one hand and the practice of 
distinguishing among things on the other.   9    Not only are these passions distinc-
tive of the theoretic way, but James notes that a person’s particular philosophy 
is determined by—that is, it is a function of—the balance struck between these 
oft -competing passions. Finally, I  should note that James already remarks 
strongly here on the inadequacy of the theoretic productions of rationality, 
hence philosophy’s productions, as a substitute for the fullness of the truth.   10    
His overarching notion in 1879, then, is that:  fi rst, philosophy is but one 
instance of rationality; secondly, it is variant among individuals based on an 
idiosyncratic mixing of passions, a tempering or temperament distinctive to 
them as individuals; and crucially, thirdly, that such philosophies are by no 
means necessarily encompassing of all of our collective or social modes of 
experiencing or evaluating this sense of fl ow. 

 Th is early essay is both dense and loosely organized, and my presentation of 
it here can only be brief and suggestive. But if we turn to James’s 1908 Hibbert 
Lectures on “Th e Present Situation in Philosophy”, I suggest that we can make 
some use of these themes in order to understand both some of James’s moves 
in the text, and some of the potential uses of his ideas.  

    THE ARGUMENT OF  A PLURALISTIC UNIVERSE    

 Th e argument of  A Pluralistic Universe  is, in its rhetorical specifi city, largely 
an argument against certain forms of late nineteenth-century and early 
twentieth-century neo-Kantian and neo-Hegelian philosophies of the abso-
lute, and by virtue of that, an argument in favour of James’s own radical empir-
icism. But if we prescind from this presentist aspect of James’s 1908 lectures, 
we can see that his more overarching and enduring philosophical argument 
in  A Pluralistic Universe  is pitched against the trend in philosophy James calls 
“intellectualism”, as well as the tyranny of and limitation in philosophy to 
what he considers to be the theoretic aspect of rationality. In its stead, James 
is off ering up radical empiricism and pluralism, and along with them a more 

   9    James, “Sentiment of Rationality”, 59.  
   10    James, “Sentiment of Rationality”, 61.  
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plural conception of philosophy, philosophic rationality, and ultimately, real-
ity itself. Bradley, Hegel, Fechner, and Bergson are certainly of interest, but 
these European thinkers are only proximately the point of the lectures. Th is 
should give us some reasons to pardon James for his rough and at points even 
slip-shod treatment of them or, at least, to look past these limitations for a 
constructively valuable view that is both attentive to his transatlantic context 
but also transcends it on a philosophical level. 

 If we take this suggestion seriously, there are really two key ideas at work in 
James’s  A Pluralistic Universe  that we need to understand. Th e fi rst of these is 
James’s narrower, critical conception of “vicious intellectualism”, and the sec-
ond his underlying plural conception of rationality. Both have been alluded to 
in my treatment of “Th e Sentiment of Rationality”; moreover, both are criti-
cal to understanding the kind of radical critique of and reform to philosophy 
James intends to off er, which will ultimately fund my suggestion in this chapter 
for the philosophy of religion. Richard Rorty in our day and John Dewey in his 
are oft en given credit for wholesale pragmatic paradigm shift s in the history of 
Western philosophy. In Rorty’s case this is usually only remarked by those who 
have not read Dewey. In the case of Dewey, the more original philosophically 
of this pair, this paradigm shift  was developed through his critique of vari-
ous modes of binary opposition, particularly in  Reconstruction in Philosophy  
(1920) and  Th e Quest for Certainty  (1929). But as Richard Bernstein has noted 
in his introduction to the Harvard edition, in  A Pluralistic Universe  James 
himself sought to present as signifi cant a turn as Dewey and Rorty, based on 
as trenchant a criticism, with a relatively similar approach.   11    James has just 
received less press for it, though given his rhetoric and exposition perhaps this 
was appropriate. It does, in any case, make sense to interrogate more deeply 
what James has in mind. 

 Of the two key ideas I mentioned, vicious intellectualism, is, James thinks, 
the reigning philosophic sin of his day (particularly in Britain), in so far 
as it is the habit motivating what he takes to be the preposterous moves of 
rationalist philosophies of the absolute that he seeks to set aside in his lec-
tures. Intellectualism is, from James’s perspective, a habit of mind derived 
from the incredibly useful human ability to derive concepts from the welter 
of experience we fi nd ourselves in, or to develop concepts in relation to that 
complex environment. Conception, or intellection, is really the power here; 
intellectualism (as noted by the “ism”) is a valuation of or a habitual prefer-
ence for concepts as products of the intellect as opposed to percepts, sensa-
tion, or experience, a preference for what James would call “knowledge-about” 
over modes of “direct acquaintance”. Rationalists are typically intellectualists 
on James’s view, valuing the concept above the percept, while empiricists at 

   11    See Richard J. Bernstein’s introduction to James,  Pluralistic Universe , p. xxvii. For a fuller 
consideration of Rorty see Ch. 9 of this volume.  
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least have some countervailing commitments about the enduring usefulness 
of experience, sensation, and like modes of knowing. 

 Given this use of terms, it should be clear that intellectualism  per se  is not 
the vice, or at least not the whole vice, since the power of concepts is demon-
strable; rather, the vice is intellectualism turned vicious. Vicious intellectual-
ism, James writes, is “the treating of a name as excluding from the fact named 
what the name’s defi nition fails positively to include”.   12    Vicious intellectualism 
not only prefers concepts to percepts or experience, it is a form of extremist 
valuation and habituation on which all reality is reduced to a series of names—
to discursive language in the nominative case, if you will. Once so valued and 
conceived in language, the chief problem for philosophy becomes the problem 
of relatedness in all its forms, of cause and eff ect, of proximity, of necessity, 
and so on. Or, to put it in a way that routinely gripped James, the philosophi-
cal problem, once these habits are in play, is that of the relation of the one and 
the many. 

 Other chapters in this volume help explain James’s various reasons for 
preferring empiricism to any form of rationalism. But to clarify further how 
trenchant he is in his critique of vicious intellectualism, I should note the rea-
son James calls his own empiricism “radical”. Th is is so because his empiri-
cism insists that at least some relations among discrete parts of experience, 
which the intellect conceptualizes, just are experienced as related, and hence 
just are to be taken as related, rather than being understood to be related solely 
through some obscure and invisible power of thought, like the transcendental 
unity of apperception. James maintains that we have sensations or experiences 
of “and”, “next”, “like”, as well as “not” and “separate from”. Th e insight here is 
that all prior empiricisms (for example, Hume) resisted intellectualism’s pref-
erence for concepts over sensation and aff ect in regard to qualities, but failed 
nonetheless by not also resisting intellectualism’s viciousness. Th is is apparent 
in their assumption that only disjunction is ontologically real, while all other 
forms of relatedness, all the various forms of conjunction, are ideal, added only 
secondarily by the power of thought. James alone was radical, he insists, in 
taking the reality of relations to be basic. Th us the charge of vicious intellectu-
alism is the deepest charge against modern philosophy, and perhaps Western 
philosophy, James wants to lodge, and it compares favourably to Dewey’s and 
Rorty’s anti-dualistic diatribes. 

 If we move back now to the aspects of the argument from “Th e Sentiment 
of Rationality” that I described earlier, it should be clear that the recognition 
of the vice of intellectualism, in all its varieties, was already present in nascent 
form. Th e diff erentiating passions of the philosopher there were the love of the 
power of distinguishing and the passion for parsimony. Modern empiricism, 

   12    James,  Pluralistic Universe , 32.  
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and certainly most forms of rationalism or intellectualism, are typifi ed by 
these. Indeed, if one were to take James’s descriptive psychological observa-
tions of “Th e Sentiment of Rationality” as correct, one might say that philoso-
phy itself is just beset with this problem of vicious intellectualism by virtue 
of its pathology of  dis crimination. If this is so, then the only really plausible 
diff erentiations within philosophy come about by the way in which its two 
parsimonious passions are balanced. Hence we have the modern dynamic of 
empiricism versus rationalism. James spent the fi rst two decades of his career 
bewitched by this problem. But by the time he crossed the Atlantic for Oxford 
in 1908—having sought to defend “experience against philosophy” in the case 
of religion in  Varieties  and having put radical empiricism and pragmatism on 
plain view—James was no longer willing to concede the practice of philosophy 
itself over to this problematic. Despite his frequent comments to the eff ect 
that philosophy “bakes no bread”, James has too engaged a notion of thought 
and knowledge to be willing to allow philosophy to be so divorced from, and 
irrelevant to, the world of science, commerce, art, and society: in a word, from 
life.   13    And even more to the point, James came not only to a negative under-
standing about the pathological proclivities of the philosopher, but also to a 
positive, contextual understanding about where philosophy’s traditional theo-
retic attitude fi ts in relation to all of human rationality. Th us, in 1908 James 
wished to articulate a philosophical alternative. And that alternative hangs on 
the other key recognition I noted as evident in these lectures: James’s recogni-
tion of the fundamental pluralism of human rationality. 

 In his 1879 essay “Th e Sentiment of Rationality” James had noted that there 
were at least practical and perhaps religious alternatives that did not pass mus-
ter with philosophers but nonetheless produced the feeling of rationality, the 
feeling of fl ow, the feeling that James at times referred to as “satisfaction” in 
his lectures on pragmatism. By 1908 James had reached more clarity about 
this feature that he so early on observed, both through introspection and by 
considering the behaviour and comments of others. Although his narrative in 
1908 leads us to consider Henri Bergson—particularly Bergson’s rejection of 
the logic of identity—as the sole stimulus to James’s change of mind about the 
nature of philosophy, the comparison I have off ered (or any close reading of 
the last decade of James’s work) attests to the fact that his own commitment 
to pluralism in a comprehensive sense had been long coming. What is clearly 
adumbrated in his Hibbert Lectures is the stark judgement that, along with 
the rest of reality, human rationality itself just is internally plural, in this case 
admitting of at least four dimensions, and possibly more. Th e four dimensions 
of rationality James notes are the theoretic, the moral, the practical, and the 
aesthetic. Going even further, James suggests that, given its actual usage in 

   13       William   James  ,   Pragmatism   [1907], ed.   Fredson   Bowers   and   Ignas K.   Skrupskelis   
( Cambridge, Mass. :  Harvard University Press ,  1975 ),  10 .   
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language, we might even dispense with the term “rationality” altogether; he 
proff ers the notion of “intimacy” in its stead. Th ough the turn to intimacy is 
interesting and signifi cant, here I want to focus on the import of this claim 
about the plurality of rationality. What James is really out to do is to make 
philosophy—which heretofore has restricted itself to the domain of theoreti-
cal rationality— accountable  in a deep and integral way for the whole range of 
normative domains of human thought, consciousness, and practice. 

 Rather than admitting a hierarchy of rationality as Kant, for example, had 
in placing the categorical imperative above rules of skill and counsels of pru-
dence, James instead concedes what he takes to be both empirically and con-
ceptually obvious: that there is no inherent normative ordering possible among 
these sometimes competing domains, since their interests and procedures just 
are plural in nature as are their objects. Th eoretically, for example, the most 
rational theological idea is the omnipotent, omniscient God. However, from 
a moral point of view this concept is odious, since it generates the theological 
problem of evil and requires a doomed-to-fail theodicy. Other examples of 
confl ict abound, such as the disjunction between aesthetics and the practi-
cal and moral domains (interestingly, the most aesthetically developed sense 
does not appear to lead to practical sense or moral refi nement). Hence the 
deeper question is not which form of rationality is superior, but rather what 
balance we should strike among our competing rational domains and their 
claims. “Th e rationality we gain in one coin we thus pay for in another”, James 
wrote, “and the problem at fi rst sight seems to resolve itself into that of getting 
a conception which will yield the largest  balance  of rationality, rather than the 
one that will yield perfect rationality of every description.”   14    Th is is, I should 
note, a question that resonates at both the level of the individual and the level 
of society, since rationality is variant in its particulars, as well as its admixtures, 
in both kinds of cases. In other words, we acquire our habits of rationality 
from both our cultural contexts and our own experiences, but both of these 
are plural as well, due in part to the fact of continuing novelty in the evolving 
environment. 

 One might respond that philosophy is just not about this. But should one 
do that, one may then have to concede that the kind of empirical observations 
funding James’s psychology of thought as an embedded and adaptive set of 
processes for human beings, as well as his resultant pragmatism, are just beside 
the point. While this might be acceptable in regard to James’s particular obser-
vations, would we be willing to concede that their contemporary analogues— 
science’s multidisciplinary studies of the mind in the late twentieth and early 
twenty-fi rst century—are also irrelevant to philosophy? And if we did, would 
not this also imply that philosophy may just not be worth the candle from a 

   14    James,  Pluralistic Universe , 55.  
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human point of view, from the perspective of human interest, since it does not 
really engage with the evolving realities of human experience and thought? 
Th is is perhaps a tenable claim, aligning with the classical idea of  philosophia  
as an other-worldly, escapist contemplation, but conceding this is something 
many, if not most of us, may not want to do. Hence I return to James’s ques-
tion: what to do about the plurality of rationality? What balance do we strike?  

    A SUGGESTION FOR THE PHILOSOPHY 
OF RELIGION   

 I have had to resort to sketching what are very complex and imbricated mat-
ters in James’s philosophy in order to reach the point where I might make a 
suggestion about one potential use of James for our present. Th ese are compli-
cated issues, deserving closer treatment. I trust nonetheless that for this pur-
pose readers can at least glean a sense of the points James himself sought to 
make in his Oxford lectures. Th e problem for philosophy James’s observations 
pose, I should note, is a diffi  cult one. While James sketches the problem, delin-
eates what we might call a pragmatic mode for proceeding with philosophical 
disputes, and off ers his pluralistic radical empiricism as a metaphysical and 
methodological set of hypotheses, it would remain for others, like Dewey, to 
discuss in more detail the concrete methods that might be used. Interesting 
though those issues are, I want to turn from the particular take on philosophy 
James off ered to my own view on the potential import of his radical empiri-
cism and pluralism for a contemporary philosophy of religion. 

 As I noted above, although James usually claimed to be unreligious, he was 
endlessly interested in and concerned with religion. Th e older he got, the more 
tired he became of theological disputes, but the more convinced he became 
of the functional value of religion, or more aptly, religious experiences, for 
human life. I  have elsewhere argued that this hypothesis of the functional 
value of religion underlies the project of  Varieties  in a deep way.   15    Certainly 
the fact that James concluded both  Pragmatism  and  A Pluralistic Universe  with 
further discussions of religion, both in relation to personal transformation 
and social meliorism, comports with this judgement. But while James sought 
to defend and draw attention to religion (or at least religious experience), he 
was less a clear contributor to the discussion of how to understand religion, 
less a proponent of a philosophy or theory of religion, than his presence in so 
many textbooks on religion since  Varieties  would lead one to believe. Th is is, 

   15    See    David   Lamberth  ,   William James and the Metaphysics of Experience   ( Cambridge : 
 CUP ,  1999 ).   
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I suggest, largely because James failed to make clear various notions that were, 
nonetheless, within reach of his broader philosophical worldview. 

 In  Varieties  James had noted both the individual and the social eff ects 
of religion, and concluded on its functional value. Puzzlingly, he estimated 
that religion on the whole is one of humankind’s most important functions 
(a rather strong claim). In the case of individuals, religious experience was 
seen not only to provide orientation—and at points transformative reorienta-
tion—for individuals’ centres of personal energy; but also religion, as James 
understood it, routinely made bearable or even enjoyable what was in any case 
necessary. It thus adds an aff ective dimension that is adaptive to the demands 
of morality. In  A Pluralistic Universe  James glosses these very points, noting 
that religion delivers new life where none was expected, by which he does not 
mean life beyond bodily death, but rather new directions and experiences that 
can supervene upon despair.   16    

 Turning to the social aspects of religion, in treating the value of saintliness in 
 Varieties,  James noted that saints sometimes deliver new ideas and paradigms, 
particularly moral and social ones, that otherwise would not have been pre-
sent, and which sometimes (though sometimes not) prove to be of signifi cant 
human value (as Richard King discusses in Chapter 3).  Varieties  is notorious 
for having intentionally excluded social dimensions of religion such as com-
munal worship, as well as religion at “second hand”; nonetheless, James still 
saw signifi cant social value emerging from even the most individual aspects of 
religious experience viewed psychologically. 

  Varieties  is largely organized to make an empirical case for James’s hypoth-
esis on the functional value of religious experience. Its success has been widely 
disputed, oft en on methodological grounds, even though the book has drawn 
signifi cant attention to experience over philosophy and theology, thus fulfi ll-
ing James’s secondary objective for the project. If one asks what James’s con-
tribution to the philosophy of religion has been, however, the answers are far 
more mixed than are such estimations of  Varieties . An inadvertent establish-
ment of the study of mysticism is likely the most enduring legacy, since James’s 
arbitrary defi nition of religion from  Varieties  is both too narrow and too vague 
to be of much use. Beyond that, one can only loosely point to an enduring 
emphasis on experience. 

 Having admitted these limitations of James’s view in  Varieties , from the per-
spective of the pluralism in his Oxford lectures, and particularly his pluralistic 
view of rationality, I would suggest that we may nonetheless have before us a 
plausible further hypothesis concerning religion as a function, one that James 
himself laid the groundwork for, but never in fact advanced. Th e hypothesis is 
quite simple and I can state it in a declarative sentence. Informed by James, we 

   16    James,  Pluralistic Universe , 137.  
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can advance the hypothesis that religion, in its multifarious plurality, is, from 
a philosophical perspective, functional for striking a balance of rationality 
among the competing domains of rationality within human culture and prac-
tice, and more broadly within the world of experience. I want to conclude this 
chapter by exploring this hypothesis in two ways. In so doing I will make some 
suggestions about how this understanding of religion is distinctive, gesturing 
towards some aspects of its value. Further, I will indicate several implications 
of accepting it as a presupposition for a philosophy of religion. And fi nally, 
I will distinguish it from James’s overt proposal for a “science of religions” in 
 Varieties . 

 Th is proposal both is related to, and also specifi cally diff erent from, the 
range of proposals James makes in  Varieties . It is related in that it, too, attends 
to what we might call the mapping of the self that James had identifi ed as at 
work in conversion (which one also should assume is unremarkably the case 
in ordinary religion at second hand). In the fi rst half of  Varieties  James adopts 
this mapping from the perspective of the psychologist. In the second half he 
is concerned with the value for life exhibited in these examples of extraordi-
nary religious experience and the lives they beget. Th ough consonant with 
the  Varieties  viewpoint, the functional defi nition of religion I am off ering asks 
aft er the function of religion from a slightly diff erent angle. Specifi cally, it asks 
how religion functions, not psychodynamically with regard to personality over 
time, or scientifi cally (or theologically) with regard to ontology, but rather 
logically (in a Deweyan “descriptive logic” sense) with regard to how overall 
worldviews, taken as habits for behaviour that are inclusive of thought, map 
the varying demands of rationalities. Th us, my defi nition operates at one level’s 
remove from the prior perspectives James had taken: a sort of meta-level of 
presumptively plural rationality that has in its view not only the view of psy-
chology, but also the scope of human interests from all domains.   17    

 I might also note that I am working from the perspective aff orded by an 
additional century’s hindsight, since I  am able to take note of the empiri-
cal fact that, despite inordinate additional progress in science and increase 
of modernization worldwide, the expectations of Dewey and others like him 
that religion would simply fade away as a historical phenomenon have just 
proven false. Liberal religion has changed signifi cantly; indeed, the shape of 
religious practice and belief overall may have signifi cantly shift ed and even 
diminished in places like Europe in particular. But it has not disappeared 
wholesale, and in some places religion has increased. Dewey’s mistake from 
this perspective, and indeed the mistake of current-day new atheists such as 

   17    See the epilogue of  Psychology: Briefer Course  for James’s delineation of metaphysics from 
the special sciences such as psychology: James,  Psychology: Briefer Course  [1892], ed. Frederick 
H. Burkhardt, Fredson Bowers, and Ignas K. Skrupskelis (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1984), 395–401. By meta-level I mean this kind of coordinating or overarching discussion.  
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the British biologist Richard Dawkins or the American neuroscientist Sam 
Harris, is to presume that religion taken in the broadest sense just is simply or 
even largely about theoretic claims, and thus is some form of proto- or paral-
lel science subordinate to theoretic rationality. But the proposal that religion 
is functional for striking a balance among competing claims and interests of 
our diff erent rational domains of interest leaves the question of whether theo-
retical grounds have sway as one to be diff erentiated empirically in describing 
religious modes of balancing rationality, or debated normatively in assessing 
them. Th is proposal does not, therefore, incline towards this particular version 
of the secularization thesis even though it is open to it as a deliberated posi-
tion, as something to be advocated for as valuable for life. 

 Th is brings me to clarify the relation between religion and philosophy on 
this estimation. From a typical understanding of philosophy as having to do 
with reason, or even truth as its object, or even from the perspective of James’s 
description in “Th e Sentiment of Rationality”, one might be inclined to say that 
on this view religion is cast as the most overarching of our domains of human 
interest, or perhaps even as a singularly overarching interest. Philosophy, by 
contrast, would be narrower, in that it is limited to one domain, and also more 
pure (and potentially more refi ned in an elitist sense). But between writing 
this 1879 essay and penning his Hibbert Lectures, James’s views on all these 
matters developed signifi cantly. Th ough he had an inkling early on of the con-
fl ict of rationalities, and the role of temperament in determining philosophical 
proclivities, James was not yet the full-throated pluralist he eventually became. 
Hence, I would suggest that in thinking about the relation of philosophy and 
religion, one has to take a nuanced view. 

 “Traditional” philosophy, even forms of contemporary, linguistically 
inclined pragmatism, may be able to get away without worrying about bal-
ancing rationality, sticking instead to some version of the hegemony of the 
theoretic. But Jamesian, pragmatically plural, experiential philosophy has to 
face this challenge of competing demands just as much as religions function-
ally do. James ultimately rejected  theoria  not only as the  über  form of rational-
ity, but also as the guiding form for philosophy itself. Th at, aft er all, was the 
point of his book  Pragmatism  and his emphasis on the role of meliorism—the 
assumption that the world is amenable to change, and that we are able to con-
tribute to it—as the  telos  of philosophical refl ection. Th e challenges for James’s 
philosophy, then, seen as an adaptive form of action, are not structurally or 
logically that far from those of religion. Philosophy, however, has the over-
riding requirement of being self-aware and self-critical, something only some 
branches of some religious traditions value.   18    Potentially, then, the diff erence 

   18    Th is comports well with James’s “human nature” orientation to religion articulated in 
 Varieties , where there are no distinctively religious emotions e.g. but only ordinary emotions ori-
ented to religious objects. Likewise, balancing rationality via religion is only distinctive by virtue 
of distinctively religious objects involved, which is a genre distinction.  
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between what is a religion and what is a philosophy needs to be negotiated 
as a genre or subject-diff erentiated question, much as it has been throughout 
the twentieth century, since both have to do with worldviews. But very little 
rides on this border policing practically, I should note, unless the question is 
about something like constitutional protections. Th is is so because, from this 
pragmatic view, philosophy itself should prescind from some of its traditional 
self-serving claims to purity and priority and get on with advancing melioris-
tic interests, thus delving with a (second-order) practical orientation into the 
particulars of the pluralistic universe and its open future.   19    

 We now come to the question of what such a Jamesian programme in phi-
losophy of religion would be about. First, this proposal would clearly move the 
philosophy of religion out of speculation and into an engagement with ques-
tions of taxonomy and classifi cation of the ways various religious traditions, 
branches thereof, and religious individuals mediate the various domains of 
human rationality. Th is is a project that James considered to be typically philo-
sophical, however uncommon it now is. Interestingly, this aspect is also conso-
nant with a range of nineteenth-century proposals about the agenda and scope 
of philosophy of religion from Friedrich Schleiermacher to G. W. F. Hegel to 
Max Müller. But classifi cation, more generally, is also a project that contem-
porary scholars of religion such as Jonathan Z. Smith, have taken to be funda-
mentally to do with knowledge itself, and thus to be part of the overall study 
of religion.   20    To take this on in a meaningful way, philosophy of religion would 
need to become empirically engaged, for in order to classify diff erent ways of 
balancing rationality, it would have to have facts to which to hew. It would, as a 
result, need to be more critically dependent on and intimately connected with 
the work of other scholars, such as historians, textual scholars, theologians 
or their equivalents, as well as sociologists, anthropologists, psychologists of 
religion, and scientists in various fi elds. Th is is a rather signifi cant change, but 
one which comports well with pragmatism’s deep commitment to historicism 
and the situated character of ideas, arguments, and justifi cations. 

 In addition to classifi cation, the normative dimension of philosophy, the 
dimension of being concerned with argument, justifi cation, and clarifi cation 
as a means of taking a position on what is better and worse for the present and 
future, would also have to be engaged. Indeed, this is where the distinctive 
cash value of this proposal for the fi eld would be delivered, in contrast to the 
off erings of other ways of studying religion. Th is proposal could be miscon-
strued right off  as promoting apologetics in another garb, one of the hazards to 
which twentieth-century philosophies of religion frequently fell prey, and from 
which pragmatic philosophers have tried to extricate themselves. Certainly 

   19    Th is marks a shift  once again from  philologia  to  philosophia , from language and logic to life.  
   20    See e.g.    Jonathan Z.   Smith  ,   Relating Religion:  Essays in the Study of Religion   

( Chicago :  University of Chicago Press ,  2004 ).   
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there is a risk of this, given philosophy’s natural normative engagement. But 
if we understand pragmatic meliorism and its scope of human interests as the 
context for this particular engagement with religion, we should understand 
that such a philosophy of religion would engage normative questions primar-
ily from the perspective of human empirical estimates of human fl ourishing, 
and not from presupposed bedrock truths which pragmatism can only read 
as hypotheses. Th is, like all pragmatic discourses, would have a democratic 
and social character to it. Th us we should expect a philosophical estimation 
of a particular religion to vary from a theological, or internal, self-estimation, 
since the way a particular religion observably functions, the way it under-
stands itself to function, and how it compares with other modes of balancing 
human rationality from a pluralistic perspective all in principle vary inde-
pendently. Moreover, all of these perspectives should be accounted for within 
such a pluralistic, publically accessible, and accountable discourse, which is 
to say that for such a discourse there is space for each of these perspectives to 
appear, be articulated, and be advocated. Th is is certainly a humanistic enter-
prise, but I would insist that it is not inherently an apologetic one in any strict 
sense, as the grounds for the discourse are socially inclusive of plurality. Nor 
is this nonetheless normative discourse predisposed from the outset against 
the potential value of any particular religious or theological worldviews. It is, 
as James himself was, rather open-minded and empirical on these questions, 
leaning on pragmatic fallibilism all the while that it makes estimations it can 
justify in order to attempt to better the world human beings fi nd themselves in. 

 What is more, from this perspective, while the question of the value of 
religion in a continuing fashion for human life (the question posed by the 
new atheists today) would probably be too general to address (pace James), 
the issue of the value of particular religious worldviews, and the lives they 
make possible and produce, would be the focal subject matter for sustained 
discourse within the philosophy of religion. Th is task is, I  should note, cer-
tainly not as walled-in nor as innocuous and socially irrelevant as philosophi-
cal approaches to religion in the academy typically have been. And that is in 
keeping with James’s desire, along with other pragmatists, to make philosophy 
relevant to our human lives and social existence. Indeed, some engagement 
with mattering is a  sine qua non  for any form of pragmatism. And since reli-
gion matters, philosophy should not be inclined to avoid it, even though it 
oft en did so over the course of the twentieth century. 

 To conclude, I want to compare this proposal to James’s only substantive 
explicit proposition for a role for the philosophy of religion:  his suggestion 
near the conclusion of  Varieties  that philosophy should transform itself into 
a critical science of religions for the purpose of making some contribution to 
the world’s religious life. Th is proposal comes narratively aft er James has sug-
gested, rather unfairly, that philosophy has not contributed much of anything 
from the point of view of estimating religion. Going forward, James suggests 
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that philosophy might engage in comparison of diff erent religious ideas from 
variant traditions, and “eliminate the local and accidental” as well as the absurd 
from the various defi nitions of the divine.   21    From there, these could be treated 
as hypotheses, ultimately being tested and eventually reduced to one. Th is 
might, James concluded in 1902, bring about a consensus of opinion among 
believers. And thus philosophy would be doing a service to humanity, all the 
while bringing religion up to date with scientifi c progress. 

 Many scholars have taken this proposal quite seriously as a Jamesian pro-
gramme for the philosophy of religion. When looked at from the perspective 
of James’s pluralism, however, and particularly from that of his pluralistic con-
ception of rationality, it should be clear that there are serious problems with 
this proposal. Not only is this an overly reductive project, at odds with the 
rejection of reductionism laid out in  Varieties ; but, more importantly, James 
treats religious ideas largely as fully extricable from experience and other 
domains of human life, thus verging on the form of intellectualism which he 
so roundly criticizes in  A Pluralistic Universe.  

 With this sketch in view, one can see clear diff erences between what I pro-
pose here in the spirit of the Hibbert Lectures’ conception, and what James 
gestured towards near the conclusion to his Giff ord Lectures a few years earlier 
(to which he never substantively returned). Where James’s science of religions 
focused solely on religious ideas, my attention to the “balance of rationality” 
idea is more engaged with the question of how religious traditions function 
practically among the range of human domains of experience. Where the 
science of religions appears to focus exclusively on theological topics, tradi-
tionally understood as intellectual content and discourse, what this chapter 
proposes would consider religious practice, ethics, aesthetics, and the impact 
on ordinary living as also necessarily within the scope of philosophy of reli-
gion. Moreover, since confl icts across competing domains of rationality are 
presumed not to be able to be adjudicated in one best, most ideal sense, the 
intended outcome of such a programme in philosophy of religion would not 
be the winnowing of religious traditions to one, or the removal of diff erence 
 per se , but rather the increase in critical, public, and democratic engagement 
about the value, positive or negative, of particular religious ways of pursuing 
human life, whether intellectually, aesthetically, morally, or practically when 
seen from a variety of perspectives and across a range of cultural and historical 
contexts. Such a programme does not reduce to valuing all religious modes of 
life equally. It is not, then, equivalent to an uncritical acceptance of all religios-
ity, or a defence of any form of religiousness, however it comes. But it also does 
not presume that religion is necessarily dispensable in human life or society. 
Th at is, instead, a question whose answer could only be seen in the long run, 

   21       James  ,   Th e Varieties of Religious Experience   [1902], ed.   Fredson   Bowers   and   Ignas K.  
 Skrupskelis   ( Cambridge, Mass. :  Harvard University Press ,  1985 ),  359 .   
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on the whole, as James would say, when the last person has completed their 
experiences and had their say. 

 Questions abound, but I want to end this chapter by hearkening back to 
James’s conclusions of his Hibbert Lectures, more than a century ago, when 
he turned to recounting his unfl inching commitment to meliorism in human 
aff airs, a commitment that stretched across his whole career. “Th e incomplete-
ness of the pluralistic universe”, James wrote

  thus assumed and held to as the most probable hypothesis, is also represented by 
the pluralistic philosophy as self-reparative through us, as getting its disconnec-
tions remedied in part by our behavior. “We use what we are and have, to know; 
and know what we know, to be and have still more” [Blondel]. Th us do philosophy 
and reality, theory and action, work in the same circle indefi nitely.   22     

 So James concluded his Oxford lectures by pointing us towards the challeng-
ing demands of a pragmatic and pluralistic philosophy of religion, should we 
choose to undertake it.      

   22    James,  Pluralistic Universe , 148–9.  
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