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t ions i n  that fie ld,  eve n when h e  was compos ing his landmark sum­
mation of i ts  find i ngs, and the com p l i ment  was returned . "J ames's in­
f l uence bot h i n  phi losophy & psychology appears to me to be get t ing 
pos i t ively u n wholesome," the Wu ndt ian Edward Titchener com­
p l a ined to M c Keen Catte l l  a few months  after J a mes in troduced 
p ragmat ism in the Berkeley lec t u re :  " h is cred u l i ty  and his appeal s  to 
emotion are s u re ly  t he reverse of scient i fic . u77 Pragmat ism was in  

many respect s  a reac t ion against exper imenta l  psychology. I t rejected 
not on ly  the stat ic ,  s tructura l  model of Wu ndtian psychology, t he 
model Dewey dem o l ished i n  t he " Reflex Arc" paper, b u t  the behav­
iorism i mp l ic i t  in t h e  early-twent ieth-cen t u ry version of the Fu nct ion­
a l is t  model as we l l .  

The bigger in te l lect ual  p icture i s  s imi larly equ ivocal . Pragmatism 
seems a ref l ect ion of t he late-ninetecnt h-century fa i th  in  s�ient i f ic  
i nqu i ry-yet J ames in troduced it  i n  order to at tack t he pretensions of 
late- n i neteent h-cent u ry science. Pragmat ism seems Darwinian-yet 
it was open ly  hos t i le to the t wo most prominent Darw i n ists  of the 
t ime, H e rbert Spencer and Thomas H ux ley; i t  was designed, in 
J a mes's version, to  get Cod back into  a p ic t u re many people Fel t  Dar­
w i n  had written h i m  out of; and it  had not h ing in common with the 
t hought of people l i ke Wi l l iam G raham Sumner, or wi th  the eugenics 
movement,  which was based on the work of Darwin's cous in ,  the stat­
is t i c ian Francis  Gal ton .  Pragmat ism seems to derive from stat ist ical  
t h i n king-but many n i neteenth-cen t u ry stat ist ic ians were commit­
ted to pr inc iples of  l a issez-fa i re James and Dewey did not endorse, 
and many t u rn-of-t he-century s tat i s t ic ians (Gal ton was one of the 
most  renowned) were com m i t ted to ideas of race-bui ld ing and socia l  
engineering t ha t  a re a l ien to everyth ing james and Dewey wrote. 
P ragmati s m  shares E me rson's dist rust of ins t i tut ions and systems, 
and his manner of appropriat ing ideas \-v h i le d iscard i ng the i r  phi lo­
sophical fou ndat ions-but it does not share his conception of t he in­

d iv idua l  conscience as a t ra nscendental authority. 
I n  short , pragmat i s m  was a variant of many s t rands in n ineteent h­

c e n t u ry thought but  by no means t he i r  desti ned po i nt of  conver­
gence.  It fit in w i t h  t he stock of exi s t ing ideas in ways that made it 
seem recogn izable and p laus ib le :  j a mes suht i t led Prug ll/lItis l I !  " A  
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N ew Name for Old Ways of Th i n king." But  pragmat ism was t he 
prod uct of a group of i n d ividuals ,  and it took i t s  shape from t he way 
t hey bounced off one anot her, t he i r  c i rcu mstances, and the mysteries 
of the i r  u n reproduc i ble person a l i t ies.  

A pragmat ic  account of pragmatism's emergence wou ld,  i n  anv 
case, look not to i ts  origi ns but to i t s  conseq uences. \,Vhat changes i� 
American l i fe made pmgmat ism seem to some people t he right phi lo­
soph ical  utens i l  for a few decades after I H98? Though t he immediate 
outcome of the P u l l man boycott was d i sastrous For labor, Dewey and 
jane Addams had been right when t hey predicted that the episode 
would eventua l ly  be seen to mark t he obsolescence of n i neteenth­
century economic arrangements .  The year  james i n t rod uced pragma­
t ism was a lso the yea r t he American economy began to move away 
from an i ndividua l i st ideal of u n restra i ned com pet i t ion and toward a 
b u reaucrat i c  ideal of management and regu lat ion . 7H 

Start ing wi th  the E rdman Act ,  passed by C ongress i n  1 891\,  which 
recogn ized the r ight  of workers to organ ize and provided for the me­
d iat ion of labor d isputes by a govern ment board, t he state began as­
s u m i ng a role in economic affa i rs .  And as epitom ized by the c reation 
of U n i ted States Stee l ,  in  1 90 / ,  which merged 1 58 companies i n to 
one organizat ion,  American business began exchanging an entrepre­
neurial  mode l ,  in  which a n  ind ividual  l i ke George Pu l l man could run 
h is  company largel y  according to his  own wi shes (and st raight into 
the ground,  i f  he l i ked ) ,  for a corporate mode l .  in  which a board of 
d i rectors, domi nated usual l y  by bankers, oversaw company pol icy in 
the interest of investors-the syst em of f i nance capita l i sm.  The pe­
rioel of pragmatism's efAorescence, from 1 898 to 1 9 1 7 ,  was a period 
when t he values of corporate managemen t ,  p u b l ic oversigh t ,  and po_ 
l i t ical reform were in ascendance. The inte l lectual  e l i t e  was f in ished 
with t he G i lded Age, and so, for i t s  own reasons, was the business 
e l i te .  

Pragmat ism's appeal  in  t hese c i rcumstances is not hard to under­
stand. Everyt hing J ames and Dewey wrote as p ragmat ists  boi l s  down 
to a si ngle c la im:  peop le are the agents  of their  own dest i n ies .  They 
dispel l ed t he fata l ism t hat haunts a l most every n ineteent h-cl' ntur� 
system of thought-the mechanica l  or materia l ist det erminism of 
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writers l i ke Laplace, Malthus, Darwin,  Spencer, H uxley, and Marx, 
and the providential  or absolut is t  determinism of writers l i ke H egel ,  
Agassiz, Morris ,  and the Peirces. James and Dewey described a uni­
verse s t i l l  in progress, a p lace where no conclusion is foregone and 
every problem i s  amenable to the exercise of what Dewey cal led " in­
tel ligent  action . "  They spoke to a generation of academics, journal­
ists, jurists ,  and pol icy makers eager to find scientific solutions to 
soc ial problems,  and happy to be given good reasons to ignore the 
c la ims of finished cosmologies. 

For James, this was not entirely the reception he had i ntended. 

The period from 1 898 to 19 17  in the Un i ted States was a period of ad­

justment to l i fe under industrial capita l i sm,  and James was tempera­

menta l ly averse to many of the conditions such a l i fe entai led . The 

Spanish-American War, in 1 898, in which the U nited States acquired 

the Ph i l ipp ines in what seemed an a lmost reflexive gesture of impe­

rial i sm,  exposed, he t hought, the soul of modern America: its mind­

less drive toward expansion, conglomeration, massification. " As for 

me, my bed is made," he wrote to a friend in 1 899: 

I am against bigness and great ness in a l l  their forms, and with the 

invis ible molec ular moral forces that work from individual to individ­

ual,  steal ing in  through the c rannies of the world l ike so many soft 

rootlets,  or l i ke the capi l lary oozing of water. . . .  The bigger the unit 

you deal with,  the hol lower, the more brutal, the more mendacious 

is the l i fe d isplayed. So I am against all b ig organizat ions as such, na­

tional ones first and foremost :  against all big successes and big re­

sults :  and in favor of the eternal forces of truth which always work in 

the i nd iv idual and immediately unsuccessful way, underdogs always, 

t i l l  h istoty comes, after they are long dead, and puts them on the 

top ?'! 

James's pragmat ism was not a ph i losophy for pol icy makers, muck­
rakers, and soc ial scient ists .  I t was a ph i losophy for misfIts, mystics, 
and gen iuses-people who bel ieved in  mental telepathy, or i mmor­
ta l i ty, or God. James was never able to bel ieve unreservedly in any of 
those th ings h imself: but to the end of his l ife, he tried. 

Dewey and J ane Addams did bel ieve in  adjustment. They were re-
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formers, and reform is about improving the quality of l i fe under a 

given regime, not about overthrowing the establ ished order. Dewey 
was no friend of industrial capital ism, but he was not under the i l lu ­
s ion that i t  was about to go away. H is strategy was to promote, i n  
every area of l ife, inc luding i ndustrial l i fe, democracy, which he in ­
terpreted as  the practice of "associated l iving"-cooperation with 
others on a basis of to lerance and equali ty. He hoped t hat in the long 
run this would lead to a more just order. The hope had its phi losoph­
ical j ustifications, which Dewey spent his career trying to spel l  out . 
But it was also the expression of a singularly i renic personal ity. He 
had taken Addams's teaching to heart : that antagon ism i s  unneces­
sary, that i t  is based on a misunderstanding of one's best interests, 
and that i t  leads to violence. 

And the fear of violence is  possibly at the bot tom of the whole 
matter of pragmatism's "lit . "  At the beginning of the Pul lman affa ir, 
Eugene Debs addressed t he str ikers i n  the I l l inois shops. "Pu l lman's 
pretended phi lanthropy," he told them, "makes th is  a quest ion of 
emancipation. H i s  specious interest in the welfare of the 'poor work­
i ngman' is in no way different  from that of the s laveowner of fifty 
years ago . . . .  You are striking to avert i nevi table s lavery and degrada­
t ion . " Ho And soon after, when the C leveland administrat ion was 
poised to intervene in order to end the boycott, Debs warned that if 
the army were cal led out ,  i t  would instigate a new civil war. H I  Debs 
was not a m i l i tant,  but he had taken h is insp iration from John 
Brown, and he was happy, once the battle was engaged, to become a 

martyr. H i s  behavior is l i kely to look to us l ike the behavior of a per­
son firmly committed to principle. To many people in 1 894 it looked 
l i ke the behavior of a fanatic ,  and precisely because it was the be­
havior of a person firmly committed to prinC iple. Those people 
thought they had seen commitment to principle of that type before: 
abol i t ionism. 

For many white Americans after J 865, the abol it ionists were the 
century's v i l la ins-not only because they were thought to have been 
responsible for the war, but because they and their heirs were 
thought to have been responsible for the humi liation of the South 
during Reconstruction. They had driven a wedge in to white America, 
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and they d id  i t  beca use t hey had become i n fat uated w i t h  an i dea. 
Thev m:l rched t he nat ion to the br ink  of self-destruction i n  t he name 
of a� ahstrac t i o n .  The U n i ted States i n  t he I H90S was a soc iety Frac­
t u red a long many l i nes:  the  South aga i n st  t he Nort h ,  t he \Nest 
dga i nst  the East, labo r  aga i nst cap i t a l .  agricu l t u re aga i nst i ndustry. 
borrowers aga i nst  l e nders .  people who ca l led the mse lves nat ives 
aga i n s t  the  new i m m igra n t s .  I n  a t i me w he n  the chance of another 
civi l  w ar d id  not see m remote.  a ph i losophy t hat warned aga i nst  t he 
idolatry of ideas was poss ib ly  t he only ph i losophy on which a pro­
gressive pol i t i cs  could have been successfu l ly mou nted.  

I t  i s  poss ib le  t o  go a l i t t le farther. and to say that  t he price of re­
Form in t h e  U n i ted States bet wcen I Hy8 and I Y l 7  was t he removal of 
t he issue of race From the table .  \Vhen thc  Pop u l i st Party was 
fou nded in I H92 w i t h  a p la t form t hat  inc l u ded demands For an in ­
come tax.  government  owners h i p  of  t he ra i l roads. and laws to protect 
u n ions .  its leaders set out  to rec ru i t  black vot e rs .  By l yon the Pop­
u l ists  had become t he party of w h i te  supremacy. In Pless), l �  Ferguson,  

i n  I Hy6,  t h e  Su preme Court  sanct ioned a pa rt heid ;  i n  Williu ms 1 '. iVl is­
sissippi , in I tlytl. it sanct ioned t he d isenfranchisement of Sout hern 
blacks . I n I H y n .  t here had been 1 30, 334 African-Americans registered 
to vot e  i n  Lou is iana ;  by I Y0-l. t here were only 1 , 3-1� . �2 \Vh i t e  Ameri­
cans were free to appro priate the rhetoric of abol it ion and emanc i pa­
t ion .  but  t h ey were not Free to apply i t  t o  t he s i t uat ion of black 
American s .  Th i s  was a fact of l i fe Debs knew perfect ly  wel l :  for al­
t hough a l l  Pu l l ma n  s leep i ng car porters were Africa n-American. 
none of them part i c i pated i n  t h e  boycot t .  beca use the American Ha i l ­
way U n ion ,  Debs's own organizat ion,  did not admi t  hlacks.  -

I n  i ts day pragmat i s m  a t t racted re lent less crit ic ism from ot her 
p h i losophers.  w h i c h  J ames and Dewey spent a great deal of t he i r  
t i me res ponding to.  J ames and Dewey d id n o t  consider p ragmat ism 
an a t t ac k  on ph i losophy as such.  only a tool  to  help p h i losophy be­
come more p ract ica l  and efFect i\'e . i3ut p h i losophers, not surpris­
i n gly. saw i t  d i fferent ly, and they were not always nuanced in 
i magi n ing  t he dangers of doing wi thout metaphysics .  I f pragmat ism 
had i t s  way. Bertrand H u sse l l  wrote i n  1 90<). then " i ronc lads and 
M ax i m  gu ns m u s t  be t h e  u l t i mate arhi t ers of  met a physical t ru t h . "H l  
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( R u ssel l 's attac ks o n  pragmat ism were so i ntemperate that  h e  earned 
t he d ist i nc t io n  of bei ng one of t he few people known to have p ro­
voked Dewey to express irri ta t ion .  "You know. he get s  me sore, "  
Dewey said. )H4 

But leaving aside its meri t s  as p h i l osophy-leaving as ide, for 
example.  the quest i o n  of whether i t s  t heory of truth is logical ly s u p­
portable-turn-of-the-century pragmat ism does have two larger defi­
c ie n c ies as a school  of t hough t .  One i s  that  it takes i nterest s for 
gra nt ed ;  i t  doesn 't p rov ide for a way of j udgi ng whet her t hey a re 
worth purs u i ng apart from the consequences of act i n g  on t he m .  We 
form beliefs to get what we wa n t ,  b u t  where do we get our wa n ts? 
Th i s  i s  a question asked by writers l i ke Veblen and Weber and Freud,  
but  i t  i s  not a q uestion that  f igu res centra l ly  i n  the t hought of J a mes 
and Dewey. The second deficiency i s  related to the firs t .  I t is t hat 
wan ts  and bel iefs can lead people t o  act in  ways t hat  are d i s t i n c t l y  
u n p ragmat ic .  Someti mes the res u l t s  a r e  dest ruc t ive,  but  some t i mes 
t hey are not. There i s  a sense in w h ich h is to ry is  l it by the deeds of 
men and women for whom ideas were t h i ngs ot her than i nstruments 
of adjustment .  Pragmat i s m  expla ins  everyt h i ng about icleas except 
why a person would be w i l l i ng t o  die for one. 


