THE SENTIMENT OF
RATIONALITY,
PP.63-110



Published @ 2017 Trieste Publishing Pty Ltd

ISBN 9780649338948

The Sentiment of Rationality, pp.63-110 by William James

Except for use in any review, the reproduction or utilisation of this work in whole or in part in
any form by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter invented,
including xerography, photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval
system, is forbidden without the permission of the publisher, Trieste Publishing Pty Ltd, PO Box
1576 Collingwood, Victoria 3066 Australia.

All rights reserved.

Edited by Trieste Publishing Pty Ltd.
Cover @ 2017

This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent,
re-sold, hired out, or otherwise circulated without the publisher's prior consent in any form or
binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition
including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

www.triestepublishing.com



WILLIAM JAMES

THE SENTIMENT OF
RATIONALITY,
PP.63-110

ﬁTrieste






THE SENTIMENT OF
RATIONALITY

BY

WILLIAM JAMES

Reprinted from

wTHE WILL TO BELIEFE, AND OTHER ESSAY3
IN POPULAR PHILOSOFHY™

Voo i Yusiifinlinns of BB
fine 90-110

_N.A-—II-—-_

LONGMANS, GREEN AND CO.
Q1 AND g3 FIFTH AVENUE, NEW YORK

LONPON AND BOMBAY

1505



PREFACE.

T most of our American Colleges there are Clubs
formed by the students devoted to particular
branches of learning; and these clubs have the land-
able custom of inviting once or twice a year some
maturer scholar to address them, the occasion often
being made a public one. 1 have from time to time
accepted such invitations, and afterwards had my dis-
course printed in one or other of the Reviews. It
hasz scemed to me that these addresses might now be
worthy of collection in a volume, as they shed explana-
tory light upon each other, and taken together express
a tolerably definite philosophic attitude in a very un-
technical way.

Were I oblizged to give a short name to the attitude
in question, I should call it that of redical ewmpiri-
ciswz, in spite of the fact that such brief nicknames
are nowhere more misleading than in philosophy.
I say ‘empiricism,” because it is contented to regard its
most assured conclusions concerning matters of fact
as hypotheses liable to modification in the course of
future experience; and I say ‘radieal,’ because it treats
the doctrine of monism itself as an hypothesis, and,
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unlike so much of the halfway empiricism that is
current under the name of positivism or agnosticism
or scientific naturalism, it does not dogmatically af-
firm monism as something with which all experience
has got to square. The difference between monism
and pluralism is perhaps the most pregnant of all the
differences in philosophy. Primd facde the world is
a pluralism; as we find it, its unity seems to he that
of any collection; and ouor higher thinking consists
chiefly of an efiort to redeem it from that first crude
form. Postulating more unity than the first experi-
ences yield, we also discovermore. But absolute unity,
in spite of brilliant dashes in ity dirceton, still remains
undiscovered, still remains a Grenzberrff. ' Ever not
quite” must be the rationalistic philosophet’s last con-
fession concerning it. After all that reason can do
has been done, there still remains the opacity of the
finite facts as merely given, with most of their pecu-
Liarities mutually unmediated and unexplained. To
the very last, there are the various *points of view'
which the philosopher must distinguish in discussing
the world ; and what is inwardly clear from one point
remains a bare externality and datum to the other.
The negative, the alogical, is never wholly banished,
Something —“call it fate, chance, freedom, sponta-
ncity, the devil, what you will” —is still wrong and
other and cutside and unincluded, from yowr point of
view, even though you be the greatest of philosophers,
Something is always mere fact and givenness » and
there may be in the whole universe no one point of
view extant from which this would not be found to
be the case. '*Reason,” as a gifted writer says, “is
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but one item in the mystery; and behind the proud-
est consciousness that ever reigned, reason and won-
der blushed face to face. The inevitable stales, while
doubt and hope are sisters. Not unfortunately the
universe is wild, —game-flavored az a hawk's wing.
Nature is miracle all; the same returns not save to
bring the different. The slow round of the engrav-
er's lathe gains but the breadth of a hair, but the
difference is distributed back over the whole curve,
never an instant true, — ever not quite.”1

Thiz is ploralism, somewhat rhapsodically ex-
pressed. He who takes for his hypothesis the no-
tion that it is the permanent form of the world is
what I call a radical empiricist. For him the crudity
of expericnce remains an eternal element thereof
There is no possible point of view from which the
world can appear an absolutely single fact. RKeal pos-
sibilities, real indeterminations, real beginnings, real
cnds, real evil, real crises, catastrophes, and escapes,
a real God, and a real moral life, just as common-
sense conceives these things, may remain in empidi-
cism as conceptions which that philosephy gives up
the attempt cither to “overcome’ or to reinterpret in
monistic form,

Many of my professionally trained comfrdres will
smile at the irrationalism of this view, and at the
artlessness of my essays in point of technical form.
But they should he taken ag illustrations of the radi-
cally empiricist attitude rather than as argumenta-
tions for its wvalidity, That admits meanwhile of be-

1 B.P. Bloocd : The Flaw in Supremacy : Poblished by the Author,
Amsterdam, N. Y., 1853
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ing argued in as technical a shape as any one can
desire, and possibly I may be spared to do later a
share of that work. Meanwhile these essays seem
to light up with a certain dramatic reality the atti-
tude itself, and make it visible alongside of the higher
and lower dogmatisms between which in the pages of
philosophic history it has generally remained eclipsed
from sight.

The first four essays are largely concerned with
defending the legitimacy of religious faith. To some
rationalizing readers such advocacy will seem a sad
misuse of one’s professional position. Mankind, they
will say, is only too pronc to follow faith unreason-
ingly, and nceds no preaching nor encouragement in
that direction. I quite agree that what mankind at
large most lacks iz eriticism and caution, not faith,
Its cardinal weakness is to let belief follow recklessly
upon lively conception, especially when the conception
has instinctive liking at its back, I admit, then, that
were I addressing the Salvation Army or a miscella-
necus popular crowd it would be a misuse of oppor-
tunity to preach the liberty of believing as I have in
these pages preached it. What such audiences most
need is that their faiths should be broken up and ven-
tilated, that the norihwest wind of science should get
into them and blow their sickliness and barbatizm
away. DBut academic audiences, fed already on sci-
ence, have a very different need. Paralysis of their
native capacity for faith and timorous afufiz in the
religious field are their special forms of mental weak-
ness, brought about by the notion, carefully instilled,
that there is something called scientific evidence by
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waiting upon which they shall escape all danger of
shipwreck in regard to truth. But there is really no
scientific or other method by which men can steer
safely between the opposite dangers of believing too
little or of believing too much., To face such danpgers
is apparently our duty, and to hit the right channel
between them is the measure of our wisdom as men.
It does not follow, because recklessness may be a
vice in scldiers, that courage ought never to he
preached to them. What showid be preached is
courage weighted with responsibility, — such courage
as the Nelsons and Washingtons never failed to show
after they had taken everything into account that
might tell against their success, and made every pro-
vision to minimize disaster in casc they met defeat,
I do not think that any one can accuse me of preach-
ing reckless faith. I hawve preached the right of the
individual to indulge his personal faith at his personal
risk. I have discussed the kinds of risk; I have con-
tended that none of us escape all of them} and I
have only pleaded that it is better to face them open-
ayed than to act as if we did not know them to be
there.

After all, though, you will say, Why such an ado
about a matter concerning which, however we may
theoretically differ, we all practically agree? In this
age of toleration, no scientist will ever try actively to
interfere with our religious faith, provided we enjoy
it quietly with our friends and do not make a pub-
lic nuizance of it in the market-place. But it is just
on this matter of the market-place that I think the
utility of such essays as mine may turn. Tf reli-
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gious hypotheses about the universe be in order at
all, then the active faiths of individuals in them,
freely expressing themselves in life, are the experi-
mental tests by which they are verified, and the only
means by which their truth or falsehood can be
wrought out. The truest scientific hypothesis is that
which, as we say, * works' best; and it can be no
otherwise with religious hypotheses, Religious his-
tory proves that one hypothesis after another has
worked ill, has crumbled at contact with a widening
knowledge of the world, and has lapsed from the
minds of men. Some articles of faith, however,
have maintained themselves through every vicissi-
tude, and possess cven more vitality to-day than ever
before: it iz for the ‘science of religions® to tell us
just which hypotheses these are. Meanwhile the free-
est competition of the various faiths with one another,
and their opencst application to life by their several
champions, are the most favorable conditions under
which the survival of the fittest can proceed, They
ought therefore not to lie hid each under its bushel,
indulged-in quictly with fiends. They ought to live
in publicity, vying with each other; and it seems to
me that (the régime of tolerance once granted, and
a fair ficld shown) the scicntist has nothing to fear for
his own interests from the liveliest possible state of
fermentation in the religious world of his time. Those
faiths will best stand the test which adopt also his hy-
potheses, and make them integral elements of their
own. He should welcome therefore every species of
religious agitation and discussion, so long as he is will-
ing to allow that some religious hypothesis may be




