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Abstract
In this editor’s introduction, I o er a brief overview of William James’s intellectual biography,
touching on his most celebrated books and on his international accolades. A characteristic feature of
James’s lifetime corpus is a rhetorical tendency to present ideas in the context of a dense web of
interlocutors. I introduce a computational metric called “dialogic density” to provide an objective
measure of this distinctive style. I then explain the book’s structure and outline each chapter’s
contributions. Given the dialogic density of James’s writing, the book devotes several sections to
considering James’s intellectual relationships with other gures, living and dead. Other parts of the
book are devoted to thematic exploration of James’s oeuvre.
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Overview of Jamesʼs Intellectual Biography
In August of 1872, three neurasthenic years out of medical school, William James (1842–1910) accepted his
rst teaching appointment. Harvard o ered him $300 to co-teach Comparative Anatomy and Physiology
(Natural History 3). He held exercises three times a week, taking responsibility for the physiology portion of
the course (Skrupskelis 1988, xxii). For the fty-odd undergraduates enrolled, the moment James assumed
the podium that fall would have been inconspicuous; but it marked the arrival at Harvard of a giant.
1

James would become one of his country’s most in uential and visible academics in any eld. Over the span
of his career, he was elected president of both the American Psychological Association and the American
Philosophical Association. He received honors from Princeton and Yale, as well as from universities in
Berlin, Copenhagen, Durham, Edinburgh, Geneva, Milan, Moscow, Oxford, Padua, Paris, and Rome. He was
elected an honorary member of the National Academy of Science, the American Association for the
Advancement of Science, and the British Academy (Myers 1986, 1–2), and was the rst foreign philosopher
to become a corresponding member of the Berlin Academy of Sciences (CWJ 9.212, 585). He also gained an
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international reputation for connecting with audiences of non-academics (see Cotkin 1994, 12). In short,
James would become a towering gure in western intellectual life.
What was the basis for his reputation? For one thing, James was instrumental in founding the nascent eld
of physiological psychology. In 1875–1876, he created and taught the rst graduate course in the United
States in that eld (at Harvard). That fall, he also opened one of the two original psychology laboratories in
2

the world. And his 1890 Principles of Psychology (PP) became a modern classic at a time when the distinction
considered his masterpiece (e.g., Santayana 1955, 41; Barzun 1983/1984, 34; Myers 1986, 2; Richardson
2006, 302).
The book was in fact commissioned as a textbook on the “new psychology” for Henry Holt’s American
Science Series. It took James almost twelve years to produce the work, which ran to 28 chapters over two
volumes. The Principles synthesized a kaleidoscope of experimental results and clinical observations being
produced in laboratories and medical facilities especially in Europe and North America, and peppered these
with homespun demonstrations readers could perform on themselves. It o ered ingenious theories of
spatial and temporal perception, attention, emotion, habit, will, and many other phenomena. But it also
interspersed striking introspective description and conceptual re ection of a sort that today would be more
at home in philosophy. The book’s phenomenological analysis so struck his readers that characteristically
Jamesean turns of phrase seeped into the wider English lexicon, including the “stream of consciousness,”
the baby’s experience as a “blooming, buzzing confusion,” and temporal experience as involving a
“specious present” (PP 1890, 341, 462, 573). The work has apparently never gone out of print and remains a
classic in both philosophy and psychology (Leary 2018, viii). The contributions to this volume most centrally
concerned with James’s Principles of Psychology are the chapters by Prinz, Pott, Hat eld, Klein, Leary, and
Levine.
During the 1890s, the balance of James’s intellectual energies tilted more toward philosophy and what
might be called the psychology of religion. He had already established considerable scienti c credibility
through the Principles and through his provocative albeit more scholarly publications in France, Britain, and
the United States. But that decade he would publish the rst of three philosophical books on which his
tremendous popular reputation would be built—The Will to Believe and other Essays in Popular Philosophy (WB
1897). The title essay took issue with William Cli ord’s famous dictum that “it is wrong always,
everywhere, and for any one, to believe anything upon insu

cient evidence” (Cli ord 1877, 295). The

dialectic between James and Cli ord gave rise to a long-running philosophical debate over the ethics of
belief—that is, over whether it is ever morally permissible to have faith in a belief for which one lacks
evidence. The two essays continue to be routinely paired on philosophy syllabi today.
The year after The Will to Believe appeared, James visited the University of California at Berkeley in August.
He spoke to the school’s Philosophical Union about “Philosophical Conceptions and Practical Results,” with
his remarks published in Berkeley’s University Chronicle that fall (James 1898, later reproduced in an
appendix to P). This publication marks the rst usage of the word “pragmatism” in connection with the
philosophical movement with which James would come to be most closely associated.
Here is how he introduced the concept of pragmatism, drawing the basics from an 1878 paper by his old
3

friend, the philosopher and logician Charles Sanders Peirce. The passage is worth quoting at length because
it encapsulates the spirit of this new philosophical outlook:
The soul and meaning of thought, he [Peirce] says, can never be made to direct itself towards
anything but the production of belief, belief being the demi-cadence which closes a musical phrase
in the symphony of our intellectual life. Thought in movement has thus for its only possible motive
the attainment of thought at rest. But when our thought about an object has found its rest in belief,
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between textbook and research contribution in this young science remained porous. It has often been

then our action on the subject can rmly and safely begin. Beliefs, in short, are really rules for
action; and the whole function of thinking is but one step in the production of habits of action. If
there were any part of a thought that made no di erence in the thought’s practical consequences,
then that part would be no proper element of the thought’s signi cance. Thus the same thought
may be clad in di erent words; but if the di erent words suggest no di erent conduct, they are
mere outer accretions, and have no part in the thought’s meaning. If, however, they determine
“Veuillez ouvrir la porte,” in French, mean just the same thing; but “D—n you, open the door,”
although in English, means something very di erent. Thus to develop a thought’s meaning we
need only determine what conduct it is tted to produce: that conduct is for us its sole signi cance.
And the tangible fact at the root of all our thought-distinctions, however subtle, is that there is no
one of them so ne as to consist in anything but a possible di erence of practice. To attain perfect
clearness in our thoughts of an object, then, we need only consider what e ects of a conceivably
practical kind the object may involve—what sensations we are to expect from it, and what
reactions we must prepare. Our conception of these e ects, then, is for us the whole of our
conception of the object, so far as that conception has positive signi cance at all. (P 1898, 259)
James gave more than a name to this movement. He also gave it a distinctive slant. Peirce’s pragmatism
grew out of an engagement with the exact sciences (especially logic and mathematics). But James’s way of
developing these philosophical ideas was informed by his own research and training in psychology,
physiology, medicine, and evolutionary biology, and by his enduring interest in religion. Relationships
between James’s philosophy and his re ections on biology, psychology, medicine (alternative and
traditional), and even parapsychology, are treated in this volume in the contributions by Pearce, Croce,
Sommer, and Leary. The contributions to this volume most centrally concerned with James’s pragmatism
4

include the chapters by O’Shea, Jackman, Donaldson, Kitcher, and Skrupskelis.

By the time James gave his Gi ord Lectures in Edinburgh (1901–1902), a lively debate about this new
5

pragmatist movement was beginning to heat up. The Gi ord Lectures would be published in 1902 as The
Varieties of Religious Experience (VRE 1902). The contributions to this volume most centrally concerned with
James’s Will to Believe and Varieties are the chapters by Marchetti, Bush, Talisse, Throntveit and
Kloppenberg, and Stern and Williams. This would constitute the second of three major books to cement his
philosophical reputation well beyond the walls of academia. The book o ered psychological and
philosophical analyses of lengthy rst-person accounts of (often intense) religious experience. It gave
philosophical pragmatism a central place in the analysis of religion (e.g., at VRE 351 .). And it captured the
6

imagination of legions of readers.

The third book to burnish James’s status as a formidable public intellectual was his 1907 Pragmatism. It
expanded on basic themes from his 1898 Berkeley lecture and would become the central lightning rod in the
controversy over the movement, which by then had exploded across the Atlantic. What generated the most
heat were his provocative accounts of meaning and truth.
A long tradition in English-language philosophy tracing back at least to Hume construes the meaning of a
thought in terms of that thought’s causal history—in terms of the experience from which the thought was
originally copied. On such a view, when I think of the apple in my refrigerator, the thought counts as
meaning the apple in virtue of the thought’s having been copied from a past experience of the apple. In
contrast, James o ered a future-tensed account according to which a thought’s “meaning” must be
understood in terms of the future “conduct it is tted to produce” (per the block quotation above). On this
approach, my thought means the apple in virtue of the thought a ording a capacity to produce appleappropriate conduct, such as helping me nd and eat the fruit when I’m hungry.
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conduct di erently, they are essential elements of the signi cance. “Please open the door,” and

If one regards meaning as a matter of the future conduct a thought supports, then it is natural to regard
truth as a matter of successful conduct. As James liked to put it, we have “human purposes” in this world (PP
1907, 122), and the true thoughts are just those that help us achieve those purposes ( nding and eating the
apple, to stick with the pedestrian example). In the mature years of his life, James developed a suite of more
complex views about meaning, truth, and ultimately metaphysics, and at the heart of all these is the notion
that better and worse when it comes to cognition is a matter of better and worse support for our practical

When James died in 1910, he was still developing a metaphysical system, especially in a book he left
“fragmentary and unrevised” (MT xiv) called Some Problems of Philosophy, which would be published
posthumously. He had also attempted to esh out his metaphysical system in his eight-part Hibbert
Lectures at Oxford’s Manchester College (1908), which were subsequently published as A Pluralistic Universe.
And a series of more academic papers would be published posthumously as Essays in Radical Empiricism.
These latter papers developed his conception of the universe as composed of “pure experience,” a stu

that

is by itself neither mental nor physical, but out of which all mental and physical phenomena are built.
Although James never nished working out his metaphysical system to his own satisfaction, these three
books represent the most mature metaphysical re ections in his literary remains. The contributions to this
volume most centrally concerned with James’s late metaphysics include the chapters by Cooper, Dunham,
and Bordogna.
In this section I have o ered an overview of James’s intellectual career. In the next section, I outline a
rationale for how I have editorially organized this book.

James and Dialogic Density
Along with his pragmatist conspirators Peirce and John Dewey, James was among the earliest Americans to
make a sustained and distinctive contribution to European philosophy. Perhaps unsurprisingly, pragmatism
has often been thought to be characteristically American, although both James and Dewey resisted being
pigeon-holed in this way (Klein 2021).
One basis for this estimation has been that pragmatists have often seemed happy to throw out old-world
orthodoxies in philosophy. Indeed, Dewey once wrote that we do not solve philosophical problems, “we get
over them” (Dewey 1910, 19). His attitude earned pragmatists a reputation as revolutionaries who are less
interested in engaging with reigning philosophical problems than with changing the subject.
If being a revolutionary simply means being willing to dispense with philosophical dogmas, the label seems
as apropos for James as it does for Dewey. We have seen examples of James’s radicalism in this sense, above.
But if being a revolutionary means having a preference for changing the subject on reigning philosophical
problems rather than grappling with them, the revolutionary label seems less apt for James.
Some philosophers write in a monological voice, giving little sense that they arrived at their positions by
engaging with anyone else’s work. This kind of voice suits the philosopher who wishes to change the subject
on old problems. But to read James is to be confronted with a battery of references to others. In his writing,
his own views characteristically develop in dialogue, both with the living and the deceased. By the standards
of any age, he was extraordinarily erudite, engaging with everything from laboratory research from the
most famous European experimentalists (like Wilhelm Wundt) to reports on mind-expanding drug
experimentation from obscure pamphleteers (like Benjamin Paul Blood), from natural philosophical
re ection from ancients (like Aristotle) to metaphysical speculation from his contemporaries (like Josiah
Royce and F. H. Bradley). What is more, he was uent in French and German and engaged extensively with
literatures in those languages.
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James often situated his ideas inside a complex web of others’ views, in short. Readers get the impression of
an author working out positions in dialogue with peers and with the mighty dead. He advocated startling
views that departed from his predecessors in many interesting ways, to be sure; but these departures were
often taken in the guise of new solutions to perennial problems (cf. the subtitle of Pragmatism: A New Name
for Some Old Ways of Thinking), not in the guise of turning one’s back on the past.
This feeling one gets from reading James—that his writing is unusually dialogical, especially compared to
techniques. One would expect to nd a relatively high density of names of persons in James’s writing. I have
conducted just such a computational study, and the ndings (of which I provide a brief report, here) are
consistent with this hypothesis.
I began by constructing a digital corpus out of the ten major monographs James published. The size of this
corpus is about 1.34 million words in total. I then used a machine learning algorithm (the Stanford Named
Entity Recognizer, or NER; Finkel, Grenager, and Manning 2005) to tag names of persons in this corpus.
Using this algorithm (and hand-correcting obvious errors), my results show 5.48 names of persons in every
thousand words in James’s books, on average.
For a comparison, I ran a similar analysis on 21 major monographs and book collections that Dewey
7

published in his lifetime, which yielded a corpus of roughly 1.56 million words. References to persons
appear at a strikingly lower rate. Using the NER (and again hand-correcting obvious errors), my results
8

show only 2.24 person names per every thousand words in this sample of Dewey’s writing.

Let us call the average density of named persons in every thousand words a corpus’s “dialogic density.” The
dialogic density of the James corpus is well over twice what it is in the Dewey corpus (5.48 versus 2.24
person names in every thousand words). The results are summarized in Tables 1 and 2. These results are
consistent with the hypothesis that James’s writing is signi cantly more densely populated with references
to other persons than is Dewey’s writing. And it ts more generally with the idea that James tended to write
in an unusually dialogically engaged manner.
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Dewey’s more monological prose—suggests a hypothesis that can be tested using computational

Table 1: Dialogic density in William Jamesʼs 10 major monographs.
Work

Total Words

Total PERSON Tags

Dialogic Density
(number of PERSON tags per 1000 words)

1890

Principles of Psychology

564,071

3,283

5.82

1892

Psychology: The Briefer Course

157,539

508

3.22

1897

The Will to Believe

100,213

536

5.35

1899

Talks to Teachers

62,902

177

2.81

1902

Varieties of Religious Experience

187,468

1,166

6.22

1904

Essays in Radical Empiricism

49,433

201

4.07

1907

Pragmatism

51,469

235

4.57

1909

Meaning of Truth

58,067

272

4.68

1909

Pluralistic Universe

61,746

534

8.65

1911

Some Problems of Philosophy

44,359

420

9.47

SUM

1,337,267

7,332

Corpus Dialogic Density:
(PERSON tags sum / words sum)

5.48
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Year

Table 2: Dialogic density in John Deweyʼs 18 major monographs.
Work

Total
Words

Total
PERSON
Tags

Dialogic Density
(number of PERSON tags
per 1000 words)

1887

Psychology

123,522

641

5.19

1891

Outlines of a Critical Theory of Ethics

57,220

276

4.82

1894

Study of Ethics

50,483

273

5.41

1899

The School and Society

38,301

38

0.99

1910

How We Think

62,861

44

0.70

1910

The Influence of Darwin on Philosophy and Other Essays
in Contemporary Thought

66,835

262

3.92

1916

Democracy and Education

139,803

117

0.84

1916

Essays in Experimental Logic

104,980

244

2.32

1920

Reconstruction in Philosophy

49,644

127

2.56

1922

Human Nature and Conduct

85,692

83

0.97

1925

Experience and Nature

125,517

136

1.08

1927

The Public and its Problems

53,400

75

1.40

1929

The Quest for Certainty

97,169

165

1.70

1930

Individualism, Old and New

30,110

26

0.86

1934

A Common Faith

21,996

27

1.23

1934

Art as Experience

135,947

460

3.38

1935

Liberalism and Social Action

23,040

100

4.34

1938

Experience and Education

21,802

5

0.23

1938

Logic

193,698

254

1.31
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Year

1939

Freedom and Culture

49,028

124

2.53

1939

Theory of Valuation

24,342

1

0.04

SUM

1,555,390

3,478

2.24

(PERSON tags sum / words sum)

Think of an author as sitting at the center of a web of persons whom he or she explicitly discusses, cites,
mentions, references, and so on. Think of the web as stretched over a surface that is determined by the size
of the corpus of works under consideration—more words amounts to a larger web. And think of each node in
the web as a mentioned person, so that higher rates of persons mentioned in the corpus amounts to a denser
web. “Dialogic density” refers to the density of this web.
The phrase is meant to suggest that authors’ rhetorical strategies can di er—often substantially—when it
comes to the degree to which they develop their own ideas in explicit dialogue with others. That James’s
corpus (his web) is over twice as dialogically dense as Dewey’s does not mean that James was in uenced by
twice as many people as Dewey, or that James was somehow twice as erudite as Dewey (who was extremely
learned, himself). But it does suggest that James made a consistent rhetorical habit of setting out his own
positions in the context of a constellation of interlocutors. Given 1000-word samples from these corpora, a
James sample is likely to contain almost two-and-a-half times the references to others as a Dewey sample.
This striking feature of James’s writing presents challenges to newcomers as well as experts. It is di

cult to

get very far in James’s corpus unless one can make sense of his attitudes toward gures like Charles Darwin
and Herbert Spencer, Alexander Bain and Charles Renouvier, David Hume and G. W. F. Hegel, or indeed
Peirce and Dewey. For more on James’s attitudes toward Darwin and Spencer see the chapter by Pearce,
toward Bain and Renouvier see the chapters by Hat eld, Bordogna, and Girel, toward Hume and Hegel see
the chapters by Inukai and Stern and Williams, and toward Peirce and Dewey see the chapters by Tiercelin
and Burke. So I have curated contributions to this book that elucidate James not only through theoretical
analysis, but also through a kind of situational analysis—that is, through attempts to unwind important
strands in his dense dialogical web.
Thus some chapters of this book are directly devoted to James’s intellectual relationships with others. But
treatments of James’s relationships can be found throughout many of the thematic chapters as well. In
addition to the interlocutors mentioned in the last paragraph, we have chapters that consider James’s
relationships with Royce, Henri Bergson, and Ralph Waldo Emerson. We also have chapters looking at how
James was dialectically engaged by later gures in the British analytic tradition, including Wittgenstein, and
in the phenomenological tradition. For Royce and Bergson, see the chapters by Durham and Bordogna, and
on Emerson see Goodman’s chapter. For the British analytic tradition see Misak’s chapter, for Wittgenstein
see Boncompagni’s chapter, and for the phenomenological tradition see Levine’s chapter.
No single volume can possibly canvass the entire network of James’s interlocuters, of course. But one goal of
this volume is to elucidate a selection of his more important intellectual relationships, both for the bene t
of the newcomer and to help advance our scholarly understanding. I suggest that what nally emerges from
this treatment is a more evolutionary, less revolutionary James.
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Corpus Dialogic Density:

Chapter Previews
This book is divided into eight parts. The rst part addresses James’s work on the mind, especially in
psychology. Jesse Prinz’s chapter examines James’s work on attention. James’s theory was central to much
of his other work in psychology, particularly to his theorizing about perception, the self, and will. Prinz
excavates from James a compelling theory of attention that o ers insight and interest even for theorizing

Heleen Pott’s chapter is an examination of James’s in uential and provocative work on emotion. Pott
canvasses three popular interpretations, today, of James’s theory: that he o ered a view much in line with
Friedrich Lange; that he o ered a forerunner of Basic Emotions Theory; and that he aimed to develop a
phenomenology of the body. She argues that a full grasp of his approach requires integrating insights from
all three readings.
Next, Gary Hat eld examines the topic to which James devoted the longest chapter in his voluminous
Principles of Psychology: spatial perception. Hat eld situates James’s approach to this complex topic in the
broader history of psychological and physiological re ections, with particular reference to Wilhelm Wundt,
Hermann von Helmholtz, and Alexander Bain. Hat eld examines James’s case for nativism and his
treatment of spatial sensation, perception, and conception.
Alexander Klein’s chapter assesses James’s evolutionary account of consciousness. James contended that
consciousness involves actively evaluating what is in one’s environment. The evolutionary function of this
evaluating agency was behavior regulation, for James, and Klein reviews some empirical evidence he o ered
for this view.
The second part of the book turns to James’s involvement with other sciences, both mainstream and
alternative. Trevor Pearce’s chapter examines James’s engagement with evolutionary biology, especially as
developed by Darwin and Spencer. James came to accept Darwin’s theory, but was critical of Spencer’s
evolutionary philosophy, which he thought made the mind overly passive. But James also adopted Spencer’s
organism-environment framework, building a novel evolutionary philosophy of his own.
Paul J. Croce’s chapter examines James’s medical training and his lifelong engagement with alternative
medical practices. Croce argues that traditional medicine taught James a rigorous adherence to fact, while
his encounters with alternative medicine opened James to a wider range of spiritual experience in his work
on religion. Croce suggests that alternative medicine also helped James develop his non-dualistic
metaphysical account of the relationship between mind and body.
Andreas Sommer’s chapter canvases James’s long-standing interest in parapsychology, including his
interactions with allies like Frederick Myers and critics like James McKeen Cattell. James’s
uncompromisingly empirical attitude toward phenomena such as telepathy and mediumship subjected him
to widespread criticism in the scienti c community. Sommer shows that surprisingly, many of these
criticisms were based on religious or political considerations rather than on purely scienti c ones.
David E. Leary’s chapter considers the relationship between philosophy and psychology more broadly in
James’s writing. Although he once advocated a sharp separation between the two, Leary shows that James
came to nd their admixture to be both inevitable and productive. Leary argues that a fundamental fealty to
experience ties together James’s approach to both philosophy and psychology.
In part three, the book turns to examining James’s re ections on value. Sarin Marchetti’s chapter o ers an
overview of the many di erent interpretations to which James’s work on ethics has been subject. Marchetti
defends a more radical reading according to which James sees the primary aim of ethics as hortatory. This
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about this topic today.

means that for James the goal of ethics is not so much to describe moral facts but to exhort certain kinds of
fruitful action.
Stephen S. Bush’s chapter surveys James’s work on religion. He discusses James’s famous argument from
The Will to Believe that it is permissible in special cases to accept beliefs for which one does not yet have
compelling evidence. James argues that such beliefs are essential not only in religion but in other areas of
our moral and social lives more generally.

political matters in James. Talisse’s chapter examines James’s social philosophy in terms of his
fundamental commitment to value pluralism. Talisse critically analyzes the link James saw between value
pluralism and social toleration. Throntveit and Kloppenberg examine James’s civic engagement and
political ideals. The chapter culminates with an idea James developed toward the end of his life: what he
called “radical democracy,” the insistence on popular participation not only at the ballot box but at every
level of social life.
In part four we turn to James’s pragmatism about meaning and truth. James O’Shea opens this part of the
book with an examination of a distinction that James developed throughout his career and that became
central to his pragmatism—a distinction between percepts and concepts. O’Shea traces and critically
assesses James’s attempts to re ne this distinction throughout his lifetime.
Henry Jackman’s chapter examines James’s pragmatic account of intentionality (aboutness) and of
philosophical analysis. Unlike contemporary philosophers who seek to analyze phenomena by identifying
necessary and su

cient conditions, James sought to analyze phenomena like intentionality in terms of

resemblance to core cases. Jackman then argues that James’s controversial account of truth can meet some
important objections if one keeps his novel approaches to intentionality and analysis in view.
Tom Donaldson’s chapter then evaluates James’s account of truth more directly. Donaldson identi es some
of James’s core commitments on truth that some readers have thought to be inconsistent. Donaldson argues
that they do in fact form a compelling and coherent whole, particularly when James’s account of truth is tied
to his pure experience metaphysics.
Philip Kitcher portrays James as a philosophical reformer, one who wanted to pull philosophy back from
increasingly narrow, technical analyses to a focus on the human condition. James continually emphasized a
sense of humanity as being lost, as if in a dense forest, and he thought pragmatist philosophy could help us
nd our way again.
Ignas Kęstutis Skrupskelis’ chapter examines James’s pluralism about truth. James claimed that there are
many di erent truth relations that apply in di erent contexts. Skrupskelis examines James’s epistemic
pluralism as it relates to science, religion, and philosophy in particular.
Part ve addresses James’s later metaphysics. It begins with Wes Cooper exploring James’s radical
empiricism, and in particular James’s view that mind and matter are both composed of “pure experience.”
Cooper shows how the idea of pure experience—a stu

that is itself neither mental nor physical—grows

naturally from James’s earlier conception of sensation in his psychology.
Jeremy Dunham’s chapter is an examination of James’s long-running attempts to respond to Josiah Royce’s
argument from error. Royce had claimed to derive the existence of an absolute mind from the plain fact that
it is possible for intentional mental states to be mistaken. Dunham argues that James repeatedly sought to
overcome this argument, and only found a satisfactory answer after adopting, late in his life, some
metaphysical views championed by Bergson.
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Robert B. Talisse, Trygve Throntveit, and James T. Kloppenberg o er complementary accounts of social and

Francesca Bordogna examines James’s little-known re ections on the mathematics of in nite totalities.
James is often thought (in part due to self-deprecation) to have been mathematically ignorant. But
Bordogna shows that James in fact grappled extensively with the so called “new in nite,” a formal
de nition of in nity developed by Richard Dedekind and Georg Cantor. Royce had put the new in nite to
philosophical work in o ering a mathematized conception of the Absolute. By excavating James’s
assessment of the new in nite, Bordogna places in a startling new light his philosophical relationship to
mathematics).
Part six features chapters that focus directly on James’s engagements with past gures. Yumiko Inukai
examines James’s relationship to David Hume. James called his world view “radical empiricism,” a moniker
he used to suggest both an a

nity with Hume and some important di erences. Inukai argues that Hume’s

conception of perception is much closer to James’s notion of pure experience than James (and many of his
readers) have thought.
The chapter co-authored by Robert Stern and Neil W. Williams takes up James’s criticisms of G. W. F. Hegel,
which Hegel scholars have often regarded as shallow. Stern and Williams show that James in fact developed
an interesting, internal critique of Hegel’s system that deserves more attention than it has received. James
shared an important commitment with Hegel—that philosophy should help us “feel at home” in the world.
James’s central objection is that Hegel has an overly narrow and intellectualistic conception of what it takes
for creatures like us to feel at home in the world.
Russell B. Goodman turns to an important American inspiration for James—Ralph Waldo Emerson.
Goodman focuses on James’s Emersonian use of language, paying particular attention to schematic
distinctions James draws between temperaments, for example between the “tough-” and “tenderminded,” and the “once-” and “twice-born.” The former distinction plays a prominent role in Pragmatism,
and Goodman shows that Emerson made use of a similar distinction between temperaments in earlier
essays.
Part seven considers James’s relationships with a few key contemporaries. The French neo-Kantian Charles
Renouvier is the focus of Mathias Girel’s chapter. Girel argues that although Renouvier and his journal
Critique Philosophique were instrumental in bringing James’s early work to an international readership, by
the 1880s philosophical ssures had already opened up between the two. Renouvier’s philosophy was
animated by a Kantian spirit, and Girel’s investigation thus sheds light on James’s attitudes toward Kantian
philosophy more generally.
We usually think of classic pragmatism as having three main founders—Peirce, James, and Dewey. The next
two chapters take up James’s relationships with Peirce and Dewey, respectively. Claudine Tiercelin’s chapter
o ers both comparison and contrast between James and Peirce. Scholars have often seen the pragmatist
tradition as developing along two distinct paths. A more realistic path owes to Peirce, and a more
nominalistic path owes to James. But Tiercelin compares their views on psychology, truth, ethics, and even
realism, showing that the di erences are not as extreme as many have come to imagine. F. Thomas Burke’s
chapter o ers a new reading of the relationship between James and Dewey. While most comparisons of the
two gures focus on their shared pragmatism, Burke examines their shared commitment to radical
empiricism. He also argues that there is an implicit position one might call “radical rationalism” that can be
found in the work of both James and Dewey. Radical rationalism constitutes a neglected respect in which
Dewey developed to maturity some seeds of ideas planted but not fully cultivated by James.
Finally in part eight we consider a few respects in which later gures and traditions developed James’s
ideas. Cheryl Misak argues that James’s pragmatism had an important and hitherto neglected in uence on
the development of British analytic philosophy. Although Bertrand Russell and G. E. Moore’s early
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Royce (and to Renouvier, with whom James also had important disagreements concerning the philosophy of

opposition to pragmatism is well known, Misak argues that Russell actually took a turn toward pragmatism
after James’s death, and passed this in uence on both to Frank Ramsey and Ludwig Wittgenstein.
Anna Boncompagni’s chapter puts the spotlight more tightly on Wittgenstein. He is also often thought to
have been broadly critical of James, but Boncompagni shows that this is simplistic. Wittgenstein rst
became interested in James through the Varieties of Religious Experience, and one correspondent reports that
the book had had such an in uence that Wittgenstein considered becoming a monk. By the 1930s he was
Russell) came around to some views that resemble pragmatism.
Steven Levine’s chapter examines the impact of James’s Principles of Psychology on the phenomenological
tradition. Starting with Edmund Husserl, a phenomenological reading of the Principles portrays that work as
developing a sophisticated account of intentionality. Later gures like Richard Cobb-Stevens and Bruce
Wilshire suggest that in coming to grips with intentionality in the Principles, James was ultimately pushed to
reject the idea that psychology can be a natural science separate from philosophy. This implication has been
controversial since it seems to contradict James’s own professions to be building a science of psychology.
Levine critically examines this reading.
I am very grateful to the talented scholars whose work constitutes this volume. I would particularly like to
thank several friends and colleagues on whom I have relied for advice throughout the long process of
assembling this book, including Henry Jackman, Steven Levine, Cheryl Misak, and Trevor Pearce. I also
thank Pearce along with Christopher Green and Charles Pence for helpful feedback on the digital analysis in
this chapter. And I would especially like to thank my editor at Oxford for his generous guidance (and
patience), Peter Ohlin.
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engaging James’s psychological work, both critically and productively, and eventually (like Ramsey and
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Notes
1

Upon Jamesʼs death, this was the judgment of colleagues like John Dewey and Bertrand Russell, as well as of newspapers
around the world. For example, his obituary in the Paris Temps declared James to have been “the most famous American
philosopher since Emerson”; and the Boston Evening Transcript called his death “the removal of the greatest of
contemporary Americans” (quoted at Myers 1986, 1, which also contains quotes from Dewey and Russell). His tremendous
influence on the subsequent development of psychology is also apparent. Almost a hundred years later he was ranked as
the fourteenth most eminent psychologist of the twentieth century in a study that combines three quantitative measures
(like journal citations and textbook mentions) with three qualitative measures (like results in reputation surveys). The
study reports that when American Psychological Association members were asked, “[W]ho are the greatest psychologists
of the 20th century in the overall field of psychology?” James was the sixth most frequently mentioned name (Haggbloom
et al. 2002).

2

The first psychology laboratory is o en credited to Wundt in 1879, but in fact both Wundt and James independently
established psychology laboratories for the sake of teaching in 1875–1876 (Harper 1949, 1950). For more on Jamesʼs early
class in physiological psychology, see (Skrupskelis 1988, xxii–xxvii).

3

Despite his clear intellectual gi s, Peirce floundered personally and professionally, spending periods of his life in poverty.
James continually sought to help his friend find income through teaching and lecturing, and to try to bring Peirceʼs
publications to wider attention (Misak 2013, 26–27). For instance, in an 1897 letter to James, Peirce wrote that he had not
eaten in three days (CWJ 8.243–244). James swi ly invited Peirce to give a series of lectures in Cambridge and secured
donors for a much-needed stipend. Delivered in the winter of 1898 in a private house, the lectures impressed a few
colleagues, but did not substantially improve Peirceʼs fortunes or professional reputation. Interestingly, it was in August of
that same year when James unveiled pragmatism in his lecture at Berkeley, famously crediting Peirce as the movementʼs
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founder. Peirce would have been all but unknown to his audience (Menand 2001, 348–351). Although Peirce could be
prickly, he apparently felt indebted to his more famous friend, even sometimes using his middle initial as “Santiago”—St.
James (Misak 2013, 27). For more on Peirce and James, see Tiercelinʼs contribution to this volume.
For more on connections between Jamesʼs own scientific work and his pragmatism, see Klein (Forthcoming, esp. ch. 9).

5

One can get a sense of how quickly the controversy heated up by consulting Shookʼs annotated bibliography (Shook
1998), an essential scholarly resource.

6

Richardson reports that the book sold 11,500 copies in the first year. Selling for a whopping $3.20 each—more than three
times what Pragmatism would command five years later—Varieties “made James a rich man” (Richardson 2006, 421).
Smith notes that the book received six printings during that first year, and in the next half century would appear in no less
than fi y-six impressions, which does not begin to count the many translations (VRE xii).

7

I used the Past Masters database to access the full text of the Works of William James and the Collected Works of John
Dewey (Dewey 2003, James 2008). Here is my basic rule for including or excluding volumes from my corpora. If a volume is
a monograph or mono-authored essay collection published within a year of the authorʼs death and is cited in the main
Stanford Encyclopedia Entry for either William James or John Dewey (Goodman 2022, Hildebrand 2021), then I included
the volume in the relevant corpus. No other volumes were included. Dewey lived much longer than James, and his
publications were far more voluminous. The books cited in Deweyʼs Stanford Encyclopedia entry are therefore
understandably selective (the volumes in Jamesʼs Stanford Encyclopedia bibliography are more complete). But my study
aims to elucidate James and Deweyʼs reputation specifically in philosophy, and given the Stanford Encyclopediaʼs
preeminence in the field, works cited in these entries should provide a representative sample of each authorʼs most
philosophically prominent writing. I excluded any words written by the editors of either Jamesʼs Works or Deweyʼs
Collected Works. I included prefaces or introductions written by either James or Dewey. I excluded indexes and tables of
contents, whether produced by James, Dewey, or their editors. My corpus thus includes only words written by James or
Dewey. I did not trim, lowercase, remove stop-words, remove page numbers, or do any other pre-processing.

8

I manually skimmed through all the results attempting to find and fix any words or phrases that were either erroneously
tagged with PERSON or erroneously not tagged with PERSON. For example, in Deweyʼs Democracy and Education, the
word “Hegel” is erroneously tagged as a LOCATION. I hand-corrected that entry (and numerous similar entries) to the
PERSON tag. And in Jamesʼs Pragmatism, the German word “Wie” was erroneously tagged as referring to a PERSON; I
removed that tag (James frequently used German and French phrases in his English prose, and NER sometimes
mistakenly tags such words). Finally, I deleted all remaining LOCATION and ORGANIZATION tags, leaving only the PERSON
tags. Note that the NER does miss some name references, occasionally. For example, it identifies 24 instances of the name
“Lange” in Jamesʼs Principles, whereas one can use a case-sensitive word search to see that Principles in fact contains 28
instances of this name. The results tabulated here only include names tagged by the NER. I did not supply any missing
instances, such as the four overlooked “Lange” instances in the Principles, except in cases where I could easily notice that
a name had been mis-tagged with LOCATION or ORGANIZATION (as was common with the name Bain, for example), in
which case I corrected the tag to PERSON. Missed names do not undermine my comparative study on the assumption that
names are likely to be undercounted at a similar rate in both the James and Dewey corpora. My complete data are freely
available online, along with a more detailed discussion of methodology; see (Klein 2022).
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