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tions in that field, even when he was composing his landmark sum-
mation of its findings, and the compliment was returned. "James's in-
Huence both in philosophy & psychology appears to me to be getting
positively unwholesome,” the Wundtian Edward Titchener com-
plained to McKeen Cattell a few months after James introduced
pragmatism in the Berkeley lecture: “his credulity and his appeals to
emotion are surely the reverse ol scientific.””” Pragmatism was in
many respects a reaction against experimental psychology. It rejected
not only the static, structural model of Wundtian psychology, the
model Dewey demolished in the "Retlex Arc™ paper, but the behav-
iorism implicit in the early-twenticth-century version of the function-
alist model as well.

The bigger intellectual picture is similarly equivocal. Pragmatism
scems a rellection of the late-nineteenth-century faith in scientific
inquiry—yet James introduced it in order to attack the pretensions of
late-nineteenth-century science. Pragmatism seems Darwinian—yet
it was openly hostile to the two most prominent Darwinists of the
time, Herbert Spencer and Thomas Huxley; it was designed, in
James's version, to get God back into a picture many people felt Dar-
win had written him out of; and it had nothing in common with the
thought of people like William Graham Sumner, or with the eugenics
movement, which was based on the work ol Darwin’s cousin, the stat-
istician Francis Galton. Pragmatism scems to derive from statistical
thinking—but many nincteenth-century statisticians were commit-
ted to principles of laissez-faire James and Dewey did not endorse,
and many turn-of-the-century statisticians (Galton was one ol the
most renowned) were committed to ideas of race-building and social
engineering that are alien to everything James and Dewey wrote.
Pragmatism shares Emerson’s distrust of institutions and systems,
and his manner of appropriating ideas while discarding their philo-
sophical foundations—but it does not share his conception of the in-
dividual conscience as a transcendental authority.

In short, pragmatism was a variant ol many strands in nincteenth-
century thought but by no means their destined point of conver-
genee. It fit in with the stock of existing ideas in wavs that made it

seem recognizable and plausible: James subtitled Pragmatism “A

. atie . —_
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New Name for Old Ways of Thinking.” But pragmatism was the
product of a group of individuals, and it took its shape from the way
they bounced off one another, their circumstances, and the mysteries
ol their unreproducible personalities.

A pragmatic account of pragmatism’s emergence would, in anv
case, look not to its origins but to its consequences. What changes in
American life made pragmatism seem to some people the right philo-
sophical utensil for a few decades alter 18982 Though the immediate
outcome of the Pullman boycott was disastrous for labor, Dewey and
Jane Addams had been right when they predicted that the episode
would eventually be seen to mark the obsolescence of nineteenth-
century economic arrangements. The year James introduced pragma-
tism was also the year the American economy began to move away
from an individualist ideal of unrestrained competition and toward a
bureaucratic ideal of management and regulation.™

Starting with the Erdman Act, passed by Congress in 1898, which
recognized the right of workers to organize and provided for the me-
diation of labor disputes by a government board, the state began as-
suming a role in economic affairs. And as epitomized by the creation
ol United States Steel, in 1901, which merged 158 companies into
one organization, American business began exchanging an entrepre-
neurial model, in which an individual like George Pullman could run
his company largely according to his own wishes (and straight into
the ground, if he liked), for a corporate model, in which a board of
directors, dominated usually by bankers, oversaw company policy in
the interest ol investors—the system of finance capitalism. The pe-
riod of pragmatism’s eftlorescence, from 1898 to 1917, was a period
when the values of corporate management, public oversight, and po-
litical reform were in ascendance. The intellectual elite was finished
with the Gilded Age, and so, for its own reasons, was the business
elite.

Pragmatism’s appeal in these circumstances is not hard to under-
stand. Everything James and Dewey wrote as pragmatists boils down
to a single claim: people are the agents of their own destinies. They
dispelled the fatalism that haunts almost every nineteenth-century
system ol thought—the mechanical or materialist determinism of



372 THE METAPHYSICAL CLUB

writers like Laplace, Malthus, Darwin, Spencer, Huxley, and Marx,
and the providential or absolutist determinism of writers like Hegel,
Agassiz, Morris, and the Peirces. James and Dewey described a uni-
verse still in progress, a place where no conclusion is foregone and
every problem is amenable to the exercise of what Dewey called “in-
telligent action.” They spoke to a generation of academics, journal-
ists, jurists, and policy makers eager to find scientific solutions to
social problems, and happy to be given good reasons to ignore the
claims of finished cosmologies.

For James, this was not entirely the reception he had intended.
The period from 1898 to 1917 in the United States was a period of ad-
justment to life under industrial capitalism, and James was tempera-
mentally averse to many of the conditions such a life entailed. The
Spanish-American War, in 1898, in which the United States acquired
the Philippines in what seemed an almost reflexive gesture of impe-
rialism, exposed, he thought, 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 1899:

| am against bigness and greatness in all their forms, and with the
invisible molecular moral forces that work from individual to individ-
ual, stealing in through the crannies of the world like so many soft
rootlets, or like the capillary oozing of water. . .. The bigger the unit
vou deal with, the hollower, the more brutal, the more mendacious
is the life displayed. So I am against all big organizations 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 individual and immediately unsuccessful way, underdogs always,
till history comes, after they are long dead, and puts them on the

top.”

James's pragmatism was not a philosophy for policy makers, muck-
rakers, and social scientists. It was a philosophy for misfits, mystics,
and geniuses—pcople who believed in mental telepathy, or immor-
tality, or God. James was never able to believe unreservedly in any of
those things himself; but to the end of his life, he tried.

Dewey and Jane Addams did believe in adjustment. They were re-
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formers, and reform is about improving the quality of life under a
given regime, not about overthrowing the established order. Dewey
was no friend of industrial capitalism, but he was not under the illu-
sion that it was about to go away. His strategy was to promote, in
every area of life, including industrial life, democracy, which he in-
terpreted as the practice of “associated living"—cooperation with
others on a basis of tolerance and equality. He hoped that in the long
run this would lead to a more just order. The hope had its philosoph-
ical justifications, which Dewey spent his career trying to spell out.
But it was also the expression of a singularly irenic personality. He
had taken Addams’s teaching to heart: that antagonism is unneces-
sary, that it is based on a misunderstanding of one's best interests,
and that it leads to violence.

And the fear of violence is possibly at the bottom of the whole
matter of pragmatism’s “lit.” At the beginning of the Pullman affair,
Eugene Debs addressed the strikers in the [llinois shops. “Pullman’s
pretended philanthropy,” he told them, “"makes this a question of
emancipation. His specious interest in the welfare of the ‘poor work-
ingman' is in no way different from that of the slaveowner of fifty
years ago. . . . You are striking to avert inevitable slavery and degrada-
tion.” And soon after, when the Cleveland administration was
poised to intervene in order to end the boycott, Debs warned that if
the army were called out, it would instigate a new civil war.®*' Debs
was not a militant, but he had taken his inspiration from John
Brown, and he was happy, once the battle was engaged. to become a
martyr. His behavior is likely to look to us like the behavior of a per-
son firmly committed to principle. To many people in 1894 it looked
like the behavior of a fanatic, and precisely because it was the be-
havior of a person firmly committed to principle. Those people
thought they had seen commitment to principle of that type before:
abolitionism.

For many white Americans after 1865, the abolitionists were the
century’s villains—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 humiliation of the South
during Reconstruction. They had driven a wedge into white America,

————h
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and they did it because they had become infatuated with an idea.
They marched the nation to the brink of self-destruction in the name
ol an abstraction. The United States in the 18gos was a socicty frac-
tured along many lines: the South against the North, the West

(Russell’s attacks on pragmatism were so intemperate that he carned
the distinction of being one of the few people known to have pro-
voked Dewey to express irritation. “You know, he gets me sore,”
Dewey said.)*?

against the Fast, labor against capital, agriculture against industry. But leaving aside its merits as philosophy—leaving aside, for
borrowers against lenders, people who called lhcmsclvcs: natives example, the question of whether its theory ()I"trulh is logically sup-
against the new immigrants. In a time when the chance of another portable—turn-of-the-century pragmatism does have two larger defi-

civil war did not scem remote, a philosophy that warned against the ciencies as a school of thought. One is that it takes interests for

idolatry of ideas was possibly the only philosophy on which a pro- granted; it doesn't provide for a way of judging whether they are

gressive politics could have been successfully mounted. worth pursuing apart from the consequences ol acting on them. We

It is possible to go a little farther, and to say that the price of re- form beliefs to get what we want, but where do we get our wants?

This is a question asked by writers like Veblen and Weber and Freud,
but it is not a question that figures centrally in the thought of James
and Dewey. The second deficiency is related to the hirst. 1t is that

form in the United States between 1898 and 1917 was the removal of
the issue of race from the table. When the Populist Party was
founded in 1892 with a pladorm that included demands for an in-
come tax, government ownership of the railroads, and laws to protect

wants and beliefs can lead people to act in ways that are distinctly
unions. its leaders set out to recruit black voters. By 1906 the Pop-

_ unpragmatic. Sometimes the results are destructive, but sometimes
ulists had become the party of white supremacy. In Plessy v Ferguson,

they are not. There is a sense in which history is lit by the deeds of
in 1896, the Supreme Court sanctioned apartheid; in Williams v Mis-

' ! men and women for whom ideas were things other than instruments
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issippi, in 1898, it sanctioned the disenfranchisement of Southern ol adjustment. Pragmatism explains everything about ideas except
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blacks. In 1846, there had been 130,334 African-Americans registered why a person would be willing to die for one.

to vote in Louisiana; by 9oy, there were only 1,342.% White Ameri-
cans were free to appropriate the rhetoric of abolition and emancipa-
tion, but they were not free to apply it to the situation of black
Americans. 'This was a fact of life Debs knew perfectly well: for al- E
though all Pullman sleeping car porters were African-American,

none of them participated in the boyeott, because the American Rail-
way Union, Debs's own organization, did not admit blacks.

In its day pragmatism attracted relentless criticism from other
philosophers, which James and Dewey spent a great deal of their
time responding to. James and Dewey did not consider pragmatism
an attack on philosophy as such, only a tool to help philosophy be-
come more practical and cffective. But philosophers, not surpris-
ingly, saw it differently, and they were not always nuanced in [
imagining the dangers of doing without metaphysics. I pragmatism
had its way, Bertrand Russell wrote in 190y, then “ironclads and

Maxim guns must be the ultimate arbiters of metaphysical truth.™?
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