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G.E. Moore wrote an essay entitled "James' Pragmatism" in which he criticized James' view.  I think that Moore’s criticisms are misplaced, and that they are the result of certain misunderstandings of James' position.  Here I will point out Moore's criticisms of James, as he lays them out in the last two pages of his essay, and then I will respond to each in turn.  

In short, the three main issues which Moore brings up are 1) James’ claim that truth and ‘verifiability’ or ‘utility’ are closely related; 2) James’ claim that truth is not something static; 3) James’ claim that our truths are man-made products. (Moore, 97-98)  Moore claims that insofar as these claims are true, they are non-contentious and near-truisms; and insofar as James means anything more radical than this, (which Moore thinks James does), James is wrong.  James of course agrees with those who say that pragmatism is nothing astonishing or new: “There is absolutely nothing new in the pragmatic method.” (WPM, 379)  But he also admits that he has radicalized it a bit: “Pragmatism represents a perfectly familiar attitude in philosophy, the empiricist attitude, but it represents it, as it seems to me, both in a more radical and in a less objectionable form than it has ever yet assumed.”  (WPM, 379)   James is saying more than mere truisms in making these three claims, but they are defensible against Moore's misguided objections.

What Moore has No Beef About
It is important to note what Moore is willing to accept, before we critically analize his  criticisms of James.  For example, regarding the first claim about the relation of utility and truth-- Moore says that no one would doubt “That most of our true beliefs are useful to us; and that most of the beliefs that are useful to us are true.” (Moore, 144)   But Moore cannot accept the stronger claim of James that all truth is useful, and that if a belief is not useful, it is not true.  

Moore can agree with the second claim about the mutability of truth insofar as a) that the world actually changes so that what is true today might not be true tomorrow (i.e., the roof may not leak today, but it might tomorrow); and b) the very same words might be true at one time and false at another (i.e., “John is 25" might be true today, but false tomorrow, if tomorrow is John’s 26th birthday).  But Moore thinks James is making claims about things much more controversial than these sorts of truisms.  

Third, Moore can agree with the third claim that truth is man-made insofar as a) our beliefs depend upon our previous experiences and particularly our mental history of those experiences (i.e., It can only truely be said of me that I understand a poem written in Farsi if I already have some understanding of Farsi to be able to read the poem); and b) that we do make alterations of events and facts in the world which in a sense make some things become true (i.e., I may say “Tomorrow I will be hoeing the garden” and if I do in fact hoe the garden tomorrow, it will make my statement today ‘become’ true.)  But Moore is entirely unwilling to accept what he takes to be James’ stronger claim that things cannot be true or false without being believed.

Moore’s Three Criticisms of James
I will here support James’ claims against Moores criticisms, by laying out Moore’s specific criticisms, and responding in kind by way of James’ own writings.

1. Rejection of claim that all true beliefs are useful.
Moore summarizes James’ equating of truth with utility in the following quote: 

Utility is a property which distinguishes true beliefs from those which are not true; that, therefore, all true beliefs are useful,and all beliefs which are useful, and true– by ‘utility’ being sometimes meant ‘utility on at least one occasion,’ sometimes ‘utility in thelong run,’ sometimes ‘utility for some length of time’" (Moore, 145)
Part of Moore’s problem is that he never defines utility well.  When James speaks of utility or usefulness, he is speaking of a belief’s concreteness, adequacy, action, and power. (WPM, 379)   What James says is that beliefs which seem to help us make sense of our experiences are true, and beliefs which do not make any difference we would not consider to be true.  In other words, we would not call something true if it didn’t seem to help our other beliefs make sense-- and it is in that sense that we should think of 'utility'.  A true theory, then, is called true because it appears to be the best instrument for doing what we need it to do.  (WPM, 380) This is not such a far-fetched idea.  Why would we consider something which makes no sense to us to be true?  For anything to be called true, it must somehow be accounted for by my other beliefs, and help to account for them.    There must be a fruitful integration.

James’ notion of utility is what is here at issue, and I think that utility, or what might be called workability, is best thought of if it includes coherence– but not coherence for its own sake.   James himself says that whatever is better for us to believe is true “unless the belief incidentally clashes with some other vital benefit.” (WPM, 389) Now such a clash will occur when this new belief clashes with a number of my old beliefs.  “In other words, the greatest enemy of any one of our truths may be the rest of our truths.” (WPM, 389)  For example, suppose that I am confronted with competing theories: an invisible world of elves to account for objects falling to the earth, and an alternate explanation: gravity.  I will choose gravity, because it appeals to my sensibilties, and it works more easily into my world view than having an invisible world of elves (for then I have issues to explain, like what do they eat, etc– problems which can be answered coherently, but these explanations begin to get quite bulky).  Of course, as Quine showed in his “Two Dogmas of Empiricism”, with enough juggling around, a second bizzare theory for a phenomena may not necessarily be incompatible with our general world view.  But  then we normally pick the one which is simpler (Ockham’s razor) and which is more pleasing.    These more complex theories may work adequately on the criteria of coherence alone, but, like a big old vacuum cleaner which works adequately for picking up dirt, we might decide that it is too cumbersome, and that the alternative theory does the work better and more efficiently.  In short, we think the second theory is true because it is more useful, in a sense which means more than mere adequacy. We want the best explanation, not just a possible one. Utility includes coherence, then, but is not limited to it.    Coherence is a necessary but not sufficient condition for utility.  

One might object that if coherence is necessary for utility, then no novel or unexplained phenomena could be counted as being true.  For example, when astronomers first discovered certain facts about the stars which could only be accounted for by the earth revolving around the sun, but such a world view was not yet accepted, those facts about the stars would have to be thought to be untrue-- because they wouldn't fit with the rest of the world view.  But such anomalies can be considered true, despite the apparent discontinuity, because of a more basic continuity-- those facts about the stars are seen with our own eyes, and it doesn't work for us to not believe what we see with our own eyes.  So when these facts are found, before they are coherently accounted for within the word view, they would still be true, because a coherent account of perception requires that we trust what we see.  Certain utilities are more important than others.  It might be useful to those astronomers to construe the new data in a non-Copernican way, because if they tried to account for it they might be put on trial by the authorities.  Yet, the data itself is true, insofar as a coherent account of perceptions, telescopes, etc is maintained.  (One could come up with a coherent account of seeing things indicating a Copernican view of the cosmos by saying that the devil is playing tricks on the telescope, but this account, while perhaps coherent with enough juggling, would be too peculiar to seriously maintain for long).  In such a case, a decision must be made about which beliefs are more useful.  Eventually the Church had to decide that which of the beliefs were really true-- that the sun revolved aroung the earth, or that the earth revolved around the sun.  Eventually the evidence seemed to weigh so heavily in favor of the latter option, and the disadvantages of continuing with the original thesis seemed so great, that the Church chose to switch paradigms.

Moore also believes that James makes the claim “That utility is the only property which all true beliefs have in common: that, therefore, if it were useful to me to believe in Professor James’ existence, this belief would be true, even if he didn’t exist; and that, if it were not useful to me to believe this, the belief would be false, even if he did.” (Moore, 145) Moore cannot possibly understand James and think that this summary is really what James thinks.  And again, Moore seems to be misunderstanding what James’s means by the usefulness of belief.   

 On the pragmatist view of truth, a belief is true is it makes a positive concrete difference in one’s life.   “True ideas are those that we can assimilate, validate, corroborate and verify.  False ideas are those that we can not.” (PCT, 430) Would it be true then for Moore to claim that he was Napolean, if that would be useful to him?  No.  We could not assimilate, validate, corroborate or verify Moore’s idea.  Could he maintain it himself by becoming solopsistic and living in a make-believe fantasy world in which he completely assimilated, validated, corroborated and verified his own silly idea that he is Napolean?  Yes, at least according to Quine's views on the extraordinary power of epistemic juggling, but it seems that this would be next to impossible for Moore to actually carry out for a prolonged period, unless he was insane.  

As James says, our experiences are “shot through with regularities” which bear heavily upon our beliefs.  (PCT, 432) Truth is not simply that which initially works, or works for the moment, but rather, that which will perpetually work-- work in all cases.  One case of not working can provide a falsification.  We have no reason to call false a belief which has been continuously verified.  Of course James will not require complete verification for our beliefs before they are called true, for such complete verification is impossible for most of our truth claims.  (PCT, 433)  Beliefs which do not coordinate with our experiences are not true.  Those that do, are useful, and so, are true.  

A problem for James which Moore does not seem to allude to, but which may haunt his theory of truth (as it haunts all empiricist theories of truth) is Quine’s claim that absolutely any belief can be coherently accepted, if we just tinker enough with our world view.  

2. Critique of Mutability of Truth

While Moore could accept the view that words may at one time be true, and another time those same words may be false, he cannot accept the view that beliefs may at one time be true and another time that same belief may be false.  Moore seems to be saying that, for example, my belief that I am in Milwaukee at 5:00 on Friday April 30, 1999 cannot be true today, and then later become false.  

It is certainly true that James thinks beliefs can become true, or become false.  But what I take James to be saying is much like Aristotle’s claim about sea battles-- no claim about the winner of the sea battle that we make today can be true until the sea battle happens tomorrow.  At that time my claim that “Ajax will be victorious” will become either true or false.  Perhaps there will be no Ajax involved in that battle, as he was home in bed with the mumps, in which case my belief “Ajax will be victorious” will become false.  We sometimes use phrases like “it turned out to be true” which can often be taken to mean that we discovered something already true or false, as though God were unveiling his infinite and total knowledge as time passes.  But in James’ theory, the truth is actually coming to be as history (with my involvement) takes place: “Truth is made, just as health, wealth and strength are made, in the course of experience.” (PCT, 436)

3. Critique of Claim that Truth Depends Upon Us
Moore takes it that James claims that all facts which happen are dependent upon us, and that this implies that “when the existence of my belief that a shower will fall depends upon me, then, if this belief is true, I must have had a hand in making the shower fall: that, therefore men must have had a hand in making to exist almost every fact which they ever believe to exist.” (Moore, 146)   This criticism simply fails to understand James’ distinction between truth and fact.  Facts are not true or false, they simply are.  “The “facts” themselves meanwhile are not true. They simply are.  Truth is the function of the beliefs that start and terminate among them.”  (PCT, 439)  On the other hand, truth is a property of beliefs, not a property of things or being.  The true belief will be the expedient (useful) belief.  (PCT, 438) We would not say “This pen is true” or “That tree in the yard is true” but we say that beliefs or statements are true or false, so we could say “My belief that there is a tree in the yard is true.”   There is of course a relation between truth and fact, and James likens the snow to facts, and our truth to a snowball: “The case is like a snowball’s growth, dues as it is to the distribution of the snow on the one hand, and to the successive puhes of the boys on the other, with these factors co-determining each other incessantly.”  (PCT, 439)  Truth is a particular relation of a mind to the facts.  This is similar to Aquinas’ dictum that truth is the right relation of intellect to an object.  But while Aquinas’ theory of truth depends on correspondence, James’ pragmatic theory claims that right relation is rather achieved if the belief is expedient.  If the belief is expedient, then it is true.  Our means of judgment is and can only be the expediency of the belief (which, as we have already mentioned in section one, involves coherence among other things).   Once this difference between fact and truth is understood, I believe Moore’s third criticism falls away.

Bibliography

James, William “Pragmatism’s Conception of Truth” in The Writings of William James. Ed. by 

John McDermott.  (New York: Random House, 1967).
____________ What Pragmatism Means” in The Writings of William James. Ed. by 

John McDermott.  (New York: Random House, 1967).

Moore, G.E.  “William James’ ‘Pragmatism’” in Philosophical Studies (Totwa, New Jersey:

 Littlefield, Adams, and Co., 1965)

James On Law, Language and Truth
James makes two analogies, to help get a hold of what truth is.  One is an analogy to law, while the other is an analogy to language.  Here I will briefly defend these analogies as providing fruitful understandings of what truth is.  

A. Truth as Law
The law is a product of constructions built up over the course of many years, legistlatures, and amendments.  To think that the law just dropped from the sky intact is wrongheaded.  The law which we have today has come about from a complicated nexus of the past, the present, and the expected future circumstances of a host of different parties and interests.  

1. Constructing the truth itself is, like the law, a constructive act of legislation.  We 

2.  Judging what the truth of a matter is something arrived at by consensous.  If I have a disagreement with a friend of mine about what color a particular car is, the way we would resolve it is to ask a couple of passers-by their view, and let the majority rule.   That is how we determine the truth.  This is also how we determine what the law says-- in a court of law, two parties argue for their own view of what the law is, and we let a jury of individuals decide, or sometimes a third party-- a judge, who has much experience in these matters.

B. Truth as Language

A language is also a product of constructions built up over many years, by way of changes and modes of life. What is entirely appropriate to say in one era may go out of vogue and be incorrect in another.  Language is good insofar as it accurately communicates– insofar as it works to do that which it is intended to do.  Language is bad insofar as it is not used in the conventional way– the way agreed upon by people.   If I want a piece of cheese at the other end of the table I should say “Pass the cheese, please”, not “Purple waffle wednesdays, the” which would not only not get me cheese, but which would make people think I was an idiot.  It seems that James’ view of truth is very much like Wittgenstein’s and Derrida’s view of language.  Different languages are used by different communities for differing purposes.  To try to make claims that one is better than another is, to a certain degree, a useless venture.  The criteria for determining the value of language lies in whether or not it does what it is intended to do.  Truth is like this in many ways.

1. Truth, like language, can change over time on James’ view.  What is considered true today may not be true tomorrow, just as what is good parlance today may not be tomorrow.  

2. Truth, like language, is dependent upon people.  Language speaks of the given events and situations, but we construct the ways that those givens will be spoken of.  We build up the web of signification, and, by way of our own experiences, we invest words with meaning.  In the same way, we invest certain beliefs with truth as we choose to pick out particular things to recognize, while disregarding other ‘givens’.  Language, for example, may have no word for “being a white phonebook on a grey table with a pencil sitting on it” while we may have a word for “a white solid ball sitting on a green velvet-covered table with corner pockets”-- namely, a cue ball.  Certain objects are given prominence, while other objects are given less prominence.  

