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Truth in Pragmatism

During a lecture given to students and faculty at Berkeley in the summer of 1898, James introduced the world to the philosophy of pragmatism, crediting Peirce as the creator.  “The principle of practicalism—or pragmatism, as he [Peirce] called it... is the clue or compass by following which I find myself more and more confirmed that we may find our feet upon the proper trail” (James, Philosophical conceptions and Practical Results).  Over the next few years, pragmatism became a cornerstone of philosophical discussion, due in no small part to James' interest in it.  Despite the initial recognition, Peirce was never able to capitalize on pragmatism's popularity as a subject of discussion.  

Only seven years after James' lecture, he leapt off the pragmatism bandwagon and renamed his philosophy to “pragmaticism,” a name “which is ugly enough to be safe from kidnappers”.  Was this abandonment motivated by lack of credit and control over pragmatism as a philosophical movement or by legitimate differences between the two philosophers’ versions of pragmatism?  I will argue for the latter, in particular, that James and Peirce were working with fundamentally different definitions of truth in their philosophies:  Peirce was working with a definition that treated truth as inelastic, which was motivated by his inquiries into analytic philosophy, logic, and mathematics, while James was working with a definition that treated truth as though it were elastic.


Before delving into differences between James and Peirce's definition of truth, it is worthwhile to look at features the two notions share in common and why they were revolutionary.  Perhaps the most distinctive characteristic they share is their inextricable linkage with experience and action.  Without inquiry and investigation to verify an assertion, pragmatists argue that truth makes no sense.  

Test every concept by the question:  'What sensible difference to anybody will its truth make?'  If, questioning whether a certain concept be true or false, you can think of absolutely nothing that would practically differ in two cases you may assume that the alternative is meaningless, and that your concept is no distinct idea (James, Some Problems of Philosophy).  

Because of this, James and Peirce both believed that truth should not be spoken of as though it exists on some higher, metaphysical plane, independent of the physical world.  Initially, it may seem as though accepting such an argument leads to an overly restrictive definition of truth.  However, this was not necessarily the case.   Bundling action and the real world into the definition of truth itself allows for a concrete definition to work with, although they did not attempt to justify their definitions this way.


Regardless of the pros and cons of this feature of the pragmatic definitions of truth, it is unarguable that reasoning and arguing about truth in a pragmatic context certainly had a very different flavor than speaking and reasoning about truth in previous philosophical frameworks, such as deflationism.  In fact, it was and is this part of the definitions of truth in pragmatic philosophies that is a major source of criticism by analytic philosophers and logicians.  Seeing as Peirce himself did extensive work in both areas, this may seem surprising.  As will be seen, though, despite not making the distinction between James and Peirce's pragmatisms, their criticisms were often times directed at James' notion of truth, rather than Perice’s'.  A solid understanding of Peirce's definition of truth allows for it to be utilized in abstract logic as well as science and to a lesser degree religion, law, and ethics.  James and his followers' definitions are only effective in the latter versions of philosophy.  In other words, Peirce's definition was a more universal definition of truth.


As a warning, philosophers such as James, Dewey, Rorty, will often be lumped together when speaking of truth, ignoring any particular differences between their views.  Obviously, this is not the reality of the situation.  No philosophers ever had exactly the same thing to say about any idea, much less a controversial subject like truth.  However, they are lumped together because I believe that many of the criticisms leveled against James’ truth can be applied also to philosophers referred to as James' followers.    

James’ Truth


To characterize James and other pragmatists in his camp, Dewey, Rorty, etcetera's notions of truth in one catchy sounding sentence, it is said that for them, truth is what works or that truth is what is generally agreed upon by a community.  It is a quintessentially pragmatic definition, one that sucks the mystique out of truth and places it directly in the real world.  They move away from defining truth in the abstract, since they are interested only in real world consequences.  “What concrete differences will its being true make in any one's actual life?  What experiences may be different from those which we would obtain if the belief were false?  How will the truth be realized?  What, in short, is the truth's cash-value in experiential terms?”  (James, Meaning of Truth v).  If there is none, then it is not an idea with any truth-value or worthy of speculation.


This aspect of James and his followers' definitions, the insistence on observable effects as a result of belief, are particularly useful for applying philosophy to subjects like law, ethics, science and religion since all are ultimately concerned, in one way or another, with the real world.  A multitude of intellectuals have done so with fruitful consequences including James, Holmes, and Dewey.  However, there is the question of whether what James speaks of is actually truth at all.  Yes, it is true that, in the above contexts, his notion of truth may be indistinguishable from truth with a “capital T,” but it doesn't change the fact that it feels as though they have moved away from truth to an approximation and this makes certain philosophers uneasy.


An important property of James' version of truth is that it is essentially a psychological phenomenon, which of course reflects his background in psychology.  As Sprigge points out, James does not treat truth as a property of objects.  It is a property of our ideas about objects.  Jamesian truth does not refer to the “being so what is so”, instead truth is “applied more properly to the correctness of ideas” (Sprigge, James, Santayana, Tarski, and Pragmatism).  In other words, without ideas, without humans thinking, or in short, without humans, there is no truth.  There are no a priori truths in the world that our ideas converge upon.


This has opened James up to criticism from a variety of directions.  First, a number of philosophers have argued that James' definition of truth denies the existence of a world outside of, and additional to human cognition, in short, a non-human world.  If one argues that there are no truths about an object without humans interacting with it, then there are no objects without humans.  Take a cardboard box for example.  If there are no truths about the box without human interaction, then it cannot be said that it takes up space because that is a truth about the box.  If it does not take up space, then can we even say it exists?


James responds directly to this line of criticism in The Meaning of Truth.  “Once [we] establish the proper verbal custom, let the word 'truth' represent a property of the idea, cease to make it something mysteriously connected with the object known, and the path opens fair and wide” (James, xvii).  The existential line of criticism stems from the paradigm that truths of an object are a property of the object.  Instead, James argues, truth is arises out of our need to understand the world so as to be “successful”.  Returning to the example of the cardboard box, James would argue that whether or not a cardboard box takes up space is irrelevant without humans using that knowledge in their lives.  Just because it cannot be said a box takes up space without human interaction with it does not mean it is nonexistent.  In fact, as James points out, it is crucial to his conception of truth.


Now, accepting for the time-being that Jamesian truth does not deny the existence of a non-human world, his definition is open to the attack that it is too restrictive, which has been vocalized by Santayana among others.  As argued earlier, if truth consisted entirely of correct ideas, then there could be no truth without humans conceiving the ideas, not even the truth that there were no ideas.  For applied philosophy, these sorts of grievances may not be very important, but for logic and analytic philosophy, they are.  Given Peirce's background, it would be surprising if he did not consider such lines of thought in creating his definition of truth.


Before getting to Peirce's definition, though, there is one more aspect of James' definition that is important for the purposes of this paper, which is possibly its most controversial.  In the Meaning of Truth, James attempts to summarize his definition of truth in several places.  First he explains, “truth happens to an idea.  It becomes true, is made by true by events” (James, vi).  In other words, truth is not a stagnant. An idea is true only so long as our experience tells us it is true.  If our experience with an object changes, so does its truth.  


Again, this may not seem that controversial in the context of applied philosophy.  It happens all the time in natural science.  Scientists first believed that waves and particles were fundamentally different.  Then they noticed that light exhibited properties of both waves and particles, so they had to revise their ideas to match their experience.   It became true that waves and particles were not fundamentally different, instead they are intimately linked.  Rather than saying that it was always true that waves and particles are linked, and false that they are different, he would say that it is used to be true that they were different, but now it is true they are linked.  The truth changed from our experiments with light.


However, there is still the question of whether James is speaking of truth or something different.  It certainly does not conform to our intuition about truth, but James claims there is no difference because “truth is what works”.  Paul Carus criticizes this aspect of James’ definition by pointing out that he replaces “the belief in the stability of truth, in its persistence and eternality with a more elastic kind of truth... We need no longer trouble about inconsistencies; for what is true to one need no longer be true to others, and the truth of to-day may the real now, and yet it may become the error of the to-morrow. (Carus in Truth on Trial, 110).  The main point is that what James is speaking of is not what is generally understood to be truth, but something different, which may be described informally as our “current best guess”.  


However, James runs into even more criticism when his definition of truth is applied to ideas about non-observable phenomena and/or objects.  Some, including Horwich, Carus, and Santayana have argued that, in this case, the truth of ideas is determined by no more than the convenience of believing such an idea.  If there can be no direct experience with such entities, how else does one determine the truth value, in the Jamesian sense, of an idea about such an entity?  Moreover, James’ language seems to support that truth, in the above situation, is what is most convenient.  “Any idea that helps us to deal, whether practically or intellectually, with either the reality or its belongings... and adapts our life to the reality's whole setting, will agree sufficiently to meet the requirement.  It will be true of that reality” (James, Meaning of Truth, viii).  


Such a definition creates problems even outside the realm of analytic philosophy and logic.  Sprigge gives a clear illustration of an example of a problem encountered with Jamesian truth in the context of religious philosophy.  “Surely a man's opinion... that he is purposely sent to this earth with a mission to effect certain reforms might be highly expedient, even in the long run, without his actually having been sent here purposely by anyone” (“James, Santayana, Tarski, and Pragmatism”).  First, how does James intend expedient to be used?  Is it on the level of the individual who has a belief?  If that is the case, then it is true that Jim Jones was a prophet, since it was expedient for him to believe that.  Moving expedient to the level of the group really does not solve anything.  There is nothing preventing an entire group of people from being wrong.  So, in short, religion becomes very subjective in nature.  It is trivializing to those who hold religious convictions for reasons beyond convenience.  Sprigge sums the predicament up by saying that James “tries to give a psychological explanation of something which cannot be treated psychologically” (James, Santayana, Tarski, and Pragmatism). 

Peirce’s Truth  


There are two statements of Peirce in “How to Make Our Ideas Clear” that are often used to summarize the notion of truth he operated with.  Truth is:

1) The opinion which is fated to be ultimately agreed to by all who investigate, is what we mean by truth, and the object represented in this opinion is real.

2) That concordance of an abstract statement with the ideal limit towards which endless investigation would tend to bring scientific belief, which concordance the abstract statement may possess by virtue of the confession of its inaccuracy and one-sidedness, and this is an essential ingredient of truth.

At first, such explanations of truth may seem rather mysterious, but his intent was just the opposite.  Like James and his followers, the notion of truth that Peirce operated with avoids treating it as though it exists on some higher metaphysical plane, independent of everyday life.  Also like James, he “captures” truth in the real world by bundling experience and inquiry into his definition of truth.  This is likely the major aspect of Peirce's ideas that influenced James to credit Peirce with the idea of pragmatism.  It is what is called Peirce's pragmatic maxim.  “We must not begin by talking of pure ideas—vagabond thoughts that tramp the public roads without any human habitation—but must begin with men and their conversation” (Peirce, How to Make Our Ideas Clear).  To have a complete grasp of a concept, one must connect it to his or her interactions.  It does not make sense to define concepts we deal with in a vacuum.  This line of thought is evident in the quotations of James above.


However, how Peirce and James went about “capturing” truth in the real world are very different.  Also, the subjects they meant to apply their definitions to were also likely different.  The first and most major discrepancy with James's definition of truth is that his is inelastic.  It does not change.  It is “the opinion that is ultimately fated to be agreed upon”.  People's opinions may change, but the truth does not.  Returning to the example of the wave-particle nature of light, unlike James who would say the truth about light changed, Peirce would say that the truth was static, and people's understanding or opinions changed instead.  Their understanding of light became better, in the sense that it is likely “nearer” the truth than what it was when they believed that waves and particles were fundamentally different, since it explains more of the observations found in experiments.  


The static nature of his version of truth is really emphasized by Peirce in “How to Make Our Ideas Clear” when he explains “even if by some perversity an arbitrary proposition be universally accepted by the whole human race, still if investigation should be carried sufficiently far, even by another race of investigators, the true opinion must be the one which they would ultimately come to.”  Either James had not read Peirce's essay carefully, misunderstood it, or disagreed with Peirce on this point and chose to ignore it.  Regardless, it is a fundamental difference between their definitions of truth, and it has some significant implications in their theory of pragmatism.  One important one is that Peirce’s truth is not susceptible to many of the criticisms above by analytical philosophers and logicians that argue Jamesian truth is an approximation of real truth.


Thayer points out that a common misunderstanding by philosophers of Peirce's definitions (1) and (2) of truth is his use of the words “ultimately”, “fated”, and “destined”.  It does not mean that people investigating an object will ever reach any true opinions about the object of investigation.  Instead Peirce says truth is the opinion that would be agreed upon.  This agrees with Peirce's background in mathematics and the trends that were occurring in the formalization of calculus in the 19th century.


As has happened in mathematics over and over throughout the years, mathematicians were using concepts in calculus before they were formalized.  When Newton and Leibniz first published their ideas on calculus, they had to deal with concepts involving the infinite.  They were not quite sure how to do this and so they often had to “wave their hands” a bit when such issues arose in their writings.  For example, the following lemma of Newton’s in Principia was important in leading up to his discussion of the derivative, a fundamental concept in calculus.  “Quantities, and the ratio's of quantities, which in any finite time converge continually to equality, and before the end of that time approach nearer the one to the other than by any given difference, become ultimately equal”  (Newton, Principia).  He speaks of the “end of time” as though it will actually be reached.  These kinds of concepts were a real problem in calculus
 before they were resolved in the 19th century by Cauchy, among others.


Cauchy’s main contribution was the formal definition of a limit.  Rather than dealing with the infinite in his definition as though it actually exists or is reachable, as Newton did above, he avoids it all together.  “When the successively attributed values of the same variable indefinitely approach a fixed value, so that finally they differ from it by as little as desired, the last is called the limit of all the others” (Cauchy).  There is no mention of “the infinite” or “the end of time” in his definition.  Peirce, and later James, did to truth what Cauchy did to the limit, removed the mystique from it and made it a concrete, workable definition.


However, unlike James, Peirce was aware of the revolution Cauchy’s definition of the limit caused and traces of it appear in his definition of truth.  In fact, one may see Peirce’s truth, especially as it appears in (2) as being defined as a particular limit:  The limit of the sequence of opinions that are successively refined by inquiry.  As in Cauchy’s definition of the limit, Peirce does not say that the truth will ever be reached, rather that it would be reached and the difference is important.  Take for example, the sequence of numbers {1/n}, as n becomes successively larger.  Its limit is zero because {1/n} becomes arbitrarily close to zero as n becomes larger, but it is never zero for any value of n.  Analogously, our opinions about the nature of light (Is it a wave?  Is it a particle?  Is it both?) will become arbitrarily close to the truth over time as the inquiries continue, but it is not guaranteed to reach it.  That does not mean the truth is not perfectly well defined. 


In reasoning about truth, it seems that Peirce and James both had the same goal in mind: To bring it “down to earth” by giving it a concrete definition using experience and action.  However, despite associating with each other regularly, they came from different intellectual backgrounds and most likely were thinking of different applications when crafting their definitions.  While James’s fares reasonably well in law, ethics, religion, etcetera, it fails in the areas of analytic philosophy and logic.  On the other hand, Peirce’s definition holds up much better in analytic philosophy because it likely has mathematical origins.  Because of this, it is unsurprising Peirce wished to distance himself from James and his followers’ pragmatism, even at the cost of adopting an unattractive label for his philosophy.    
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