%,

Williaty’ James
and the Pragrr)gatlcs of
Faithgd . f =X
Br1dgmg cl,/ ence, '..':3el1g10n

and' Gl@bafln,dbgenous
Epfstemologles \




‘f religions WVI\D\Py

Article
William James and the Pragmatics of Faith: Bridging Science,
Religion and Global Indigenous Epistemologies

Matthew Crippen

Department of Global Studies, Pusan National University, Busan 46241, Republic of Korea;
matthewjcrippen@gmail.com

Abstract

This article examines William James’s philosophy of science through his pragmatic response
to epistemic fallibilism, emphasizing how actionability rather than evidential certainty
underwrites both scientific and religious practices. While James explicitly drew compar-
isons between science and Abrahamic scriptures, my account highlights resonances with
non-Western traditions, particularly Indigenous American and Asian epistemologies, also
situating some of James’s philosophical motivations within his biography. James may have
indirectly absorbed Asian religious and philosophical teachings from American Transcen-
dentalists who engaged with them, and he may have encountered Amerindian perspectives
through the cultural milieu of the United States or during his Amazonian expedition. In
either case, threads within these global Indigenous traditions align with the weight that
James’s work gives to contextual, agent-relative forms of knowing that are inseparable
from action. I conclude by discussing how James’s ideas support an account of animism
that integrates Amerindian thought with the extended mind thesis. I also detail how his
pluralistic account of experience and reality creates conceptual space for the co-existence of
science and spirituality, ironically by undermining the assumption that the two operate
according to radically distinct epistemologies. Throughout the article, I connect James’s
thought to more recent debates in religion and metaphysics.
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My account begins with an overview of James'’s life. Here, I touch upon where
he may have absorbed global Indigenous influences—for example, Amerindian ideas
from his Amazonian expedition or Asian philosophies discussed by his predecessors
in American Transcendentalism. I also highlight his struggle with decision-making—
a challenge linked to his fallibilist conviction that no amount of evidence definitively
proves a theory. His fallibilism tied to his critique of British empiricists who, in his view,
oversimplified experience by reducing it to isolated data points. Their approach led them
to adopt a correspondence theory of truth, which holds that a mental model is correct only
if it matches real-world patterns. But James argued that this standard was flawed since
multiple, even contradictory theories can align with the same data. Additionally, human
actions change what data appear. In response, his later pragmatic philosophy sought
criteria for choosing between beliefs when evidence alone is insufficient—which, for James,
was always the case to some degree.

These evidential challenges and the pragmatic philosophy that arose in response relate
to James’s (1882, 1890a, 1890b, 1897) claim that a belief and its strength are defined by a
person’s willingness to act. Actions yield real outcomes—supporting or disconfirming
the belief—and sometimes evidence emerges because one takes a leap of faith. This
idea resonates with Abrahamic traditions, where uncertain rewards follow from faithful
actions (e.g., Gen. 22:1-19; Exod. 3:1-14:31). Echoing David Hume but avoiding his
skepticism, James (1890b, Ch. 28) listed metaphysical assumptions about causality and
lawful uniformity as examples of faith in the secular realm, noting that most scientists
accept them despite their indemonstrability. He argued that such principles help build
reality—for instance, by sustaining scientists through failed trials or by supplying schemata
that make the world intelligible.

Still, James (1897, pp. 447-52) warned of a danger: unrecognized faith can foster
“half-way empiricism,” where beliefs persist not because of evidence but despite it. A
case in point is W. K. Clifford. His commitment to empirically justifying mathematical
continuity led him to endorse the now-defunct ether theory (Petrunic¢ 2009). This is ironic,
since Clifford (1877, p. 295) insisted it is “wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone, to
believe anything upon insufficient evidence”—a view James rejected as unobtainable and
hopelessly vague. Ironically, Clifford’s unwitting faith in continuity equated to halfway
empiricism. His stance also finds a curious mirror image in certain religious circles, as
when fundamentalists defend young Earth creationism—for instance, by claiming that
God planted overwhelming contradictory evidence as a test of faith. Such a rationalization
is at odds with James’s epistemological standards, not least because acting on it is likely
to generate significant friction. This is potentially to the point of unactionability when
introduced among educated peers in the broader community.

In short, James’s pragmatic epistemology challenged dogmatic rigidity on the basis
that unacknowledged faith can distort inquiry in both religious and scientific domains.
This opens the door to broader philosophical comparisons. Specifically, James critiqued
British empiricism for neglecting the role of action and interest in shaping knowledge, with
his alternative framework stressing relational, context-sensitive and experience-generating
practices, echoing a variety of global Indigenous standpoints.

Those familiar with Indigenous traditions from Asia, the Americas, Africa and beyond
appreciate that they cannot be collapsed into one another. Yet some of these outlooks may
intersect modestly through ancient Silk and Spice Route exchanges (Reid 1994), and many
of them share the view that reality is relational—a theme represented in James’s prag-
matic idea that observable qualities emerge through action. Indigenous perspectives from
the aforementioned regions frequently—though in distinct ways—emphasize situational
knowledge, orthopraxy and existential fluidity (e.g., Whitt et al. 2001; de Oliveira and
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Nisbett 2017a, 2017b; ed. Andia 2019; Crippen 2021b, 2023a). This contrasts with dominant
Western tendencies to analytically isolate static objects—propensities that are influential
but not wholly universal within the intellectual history of the Global North (see de Oliveira
and Nisbett 2017a, 2017b).

Global Indigenous sides of the account developed in this article will focus primarily—
though not exclusively—on Asian perspectives that James may have absorbed through his
Transcendentalist predecessors, as well as on Amerindian worldviews he may have encoun-
tered within the US milieu or during his Amazonian expedition. The Transcendentalists
often drew on French translations of Asian texts, admiring the philosophical insights yet
lacking area expertise (see Crippen 2023a). This limitation likely applied to James as well,
combining to virtually guarantee a degree of idealization of non-Western outlooks. Even so,
I will argue that James’s thought and global Indigenous traditions illuminate one another
in mutually instructive ways, and together they remain relevant—indeed, anticipating a
range of more recent religious and metaphysical literature.

My basic argument is that James’s philosophy of science and his general epistemology
bridge Western and non-Western orientations—whether intentionally or not. Consider
James’s (1890a, 1890b) critique of British empiricism: he maintained that coherent per-
ception depends on selective interests that accentuate some features while marginalizing
others. This aligns with the Western focus on static objects, yet James rooted these interests
in broader, dynamic human networks, fitting a myriad of Global Indigenous outlooks. By
the end of his career, James (1904a, 1904b, 1907, 1911) was emphasizing that knowledge is
context-bound, rejecting the subject—object divide and disputing the notion of consciousness
as an inner kernel and bearer of experience—outlooks that resonate with many non-Western
perspectives. James (1902, 1907, 1909) also appeared to embrace both monism and plural-
ism, additionally arguing that reality overflows language and logic (James 1909, p. 94),
echoing ancient Chinese texts (e.g., trans. Lau 1972, Chs. 1, 42; trans. Cleary 1993, Bks. 10,
14, 21). His ideas simultaneously resonate with narratives of Amerindian animism offered
by scholars such as Viveiros de Castro (2004), as well as with Latour’s (2005) account of
actor-network theory. A pragmatist reading of these perspectives supports an expanded
version of Clark and Chalmers’s (1998) extended mind thesis—one in which the world
itself becomes psychically imbued. My aim in this article here is to explore these connec-
tions and to consider the possibility that James was directly or indirectly influenced by
non-Western sources.

2. James’s Life and Epistemic Anxiety

A thinker’s biography invariably shapes their intellectual contributions, and William
James is no exception. This section explores three aspects of his life that profoundly
influenced his pragmatism and scientific philosophy: his chronic indecisiveness, his early
psychological inertia and his lifelong attempt to reconcile spiritualism with science. I also
touch on resonances between James'’s thought and global Indigenous traditions, specifically
those from Asia.

William, the eldest of five, was born in New York City to Mary and Henry James Sr.
in 1842. His shrewd and practical but not especially intellectual mother contrasted his
father, who wrote on theology, philosophy and literature, often self-publishing with the
help of an inherited family fortune (Allen 1967, Chs. 1-2). Henry Sr. associated with the
Transcendentalists, and when Emerson visited, his son joined their conversations (Allen
1967, p. 24). He also read Emerson’s essays aloud to William, who would return to the
great sage’s corpus in the 1870s and again at the century’s end (Riepe 1968; Bush 2017).
Given that Emerson’s work—like that of many American intellectuals before him—bears



Religions 2025, 16, 1116

40f21

the imprint of Asian philosophies (e.g., Versluis 1993; Foust 2017; Wang 2021; Crippen
2023a), it is reasonable to assume William absorbed some of these influences.

Biographers (Allen 1967, Chs. 1-2; Bjork 1988, Ch. 2; Menand 2001, Chs. 4-6; Richard-
son 2006, pt. 1) note Henry Sr.’s deep influence on his children’s intellectual development,
which contributed to both William'’s future fame and that of his novelist brother, Henry
James Jr. The children had private tutors, attended elite schools and visited museums
and art exhibitions across Europe and the US. These privileges, however, came at the cost
of stability. Suspicious of institutions, Henry Sr. frequently moved his children between
schools, and by 1855, William and Henry Jr. had attended ten. He also moved his family
between places in the US and Europe, spending seven years without a permanent home.
Still, William gained an exceptionally cosmopolitan and multilingual upbringing.

In 1858, the family relocated to Newport, Rhode Island, where William began studying
with the artist William Morris Hunt (see Perry 1935a, p. 191). The arrangement was
short-lived, as the family soon returned to Europe. His mother probably wanted him
to choose a more practical path than art. His father, on the other hand, hoped to raise
William with both artistic and spiritual values, but still wanted him to study science
(Richards 1987, Ch. 9; Taylor 1990, 1996; Richardson 2006, pt. 1). A follower of Emanuel
Swedenborg—philosopher, inventor, scientist and Christian mystic—Henry Sr. was swayed
by Swedenborg’s aim of linking the physical and divine realms (Ibid.). Though William
would later reject key aspects of his father’s thought, he continued the project of reconciling
science and spiritualism, as will soon be shown.

William returned to his artistic training with Hunt after the European sojourn but
abandoned the pursuit to study chemistry at Harvard in 1861. He struggled and found
his interests lay more in biology. Soon he shifted focus to anatomy and physiology, later
to medicine, entering Harvard Medical School in 1864. On occasion, James drifted from
academia, taking leave in 1863 due to poor health, and again in 1865 to join Louis Agassiz’s
expedition in Brazil. He left once more in 1867, this time for a year-and-a-half stay in
Europe where he convalesced in health spas, read philosophy, pondered art and briefly
studied physiology and psychology at the University of Berlin (see Richards 1987, Ch. 9;
Menand 2001, Chs. 4-6; Richardson 2006, pt. 1). He graduated from Harvard with an MD
in 1869, his first and only degree, and a soft one at that—in his day, a two- or three-year
program with no required undergraduate study.

James'’s repeated leaves of absence and shifting academic focus suggest a conflicted
young man, pulled in different directions and never fully satisfied. Entering medical school
was itself an attempt to reconcile competing inclinations. “On one side,” as a note from
1863 reads, “is [intellectual life]; upon the other is business.” The former “leads to mental
dignity and independence; combined, however, with physical penury.” The latter leads “to
material comfort, but . .. [with] a kind of selling of one’s soul” (in Perry 1935a, pp. 215-16).
James longed for an intellectual life but felt compelled to manage practical affairs, and a
medical career seemed to offer both. His view soon changed. Early in training, he found
his teachers uninspiring and the profession humbug laden. There was, he felt, too much
business, and too much practice. Lacking skill as a practitioner and disliking hands-on
work, he grew disillusioned. While he felt an abstract duty to be practical—a notion he
would later formalize into pragmatism—*“the practice of medicine did not attract him”
(Perry 1935a, p. 216; also see Richardson 2006, pp. 60-61). His feelings toward sorting
samples in the Amazon and running a psychology lab later in his career were similarly
detached (Crippen and Schulkin 2020, Ch. 1).

Though written nearly half a century later, James’s Pragmatism (1907) reflects these
tensions. There, he distinguished between “tender-minded” and “tough-minded” philo-
sophical temperaments. The former are “Rationalistic,” “Intellectualistic,” “Idealistic,”
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“Optimistic,” “Religious,” “Free-Willist” and “Dogmatical”; the latter “Empiricistic,” “Sen-
sationalistic,” “Materialistic,” “Pessimistic,” “Irreligious,” “Fatalistic” and “Sceptical” (p.
13). The first are like “tender-foot Bostonians,” the second akin to “Rocky Mountain roughs”
(p. 14). As a member of Boston’s elite who cherished his rustic Adirondack retreat, James
literally lived on both sides of this divide. He experienced it figuratively as well, drawn to
art and philosophy and to defending the rationality of spiritual belief and the occult, yet
committed to a practical, empirically grounded intellectual stance.

There is an additional resonance in James’s mountain metaphor and his affection for
the Adirondacks. In a speech honoring Emerson, James (1903) observed that one might seek
understanding not only from the sky and forest, but also from the crow, weed, snowflake
or a farmer working his field. This view—rooted in Emerson and seemingly absorbed by
James—echoes themes found in several Chinese traditions. Confucian texts—which Emer-
son read and Thoreau translated from French editions (Crippen 2023a)—portray nature as
cultivated and morally instructive, reflecting the region’s long-standing agricultural legacy
(Li and Wei 2023). This means nature is not separate but partly made by humans—an idea
echoed by Emerson (1836, p. 92) and throughout James’s philosophy. Daoism, while less
focused on social and agricultural concerns, is even more insistent on harmonizing with
the natural world. Although there is no direct evidence that the Transcendentalists read
texts like the Daodejing, scholars speculate that Thoreau may have encountered French
translations (Ch’en 1972; Crippen 2023a). These Asian traditions—along with Buddhism,
which the Transcendentalists clearly engaged, even publishing portions of the Lotus Sutra
in The Dial—emphasize contextual, embodied experience, which would become central
to James’s mature philosophy. His pragmatism’s emphasis on habit mirrors Confucian
attention to ritual and Daoist appreciation of practical knowledge over abstract theory. In
The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902), James briefly addressed non-Western traditions
such as Buddhism, Sufism and Vedism. While the extent of their influence on his thought
is difficult to determine, the affinities are undeniable.

Another aspect of James’s pragmatic philosophy is that it was developed largely as a
calculus for making decisions that cannot be settled by evidence alone—a theme reflected
both in his biography and in several illustrative episodes discussed by Menand (2001, Ch. 4).
One such episode involved a months-long internal debate over whether to resign from a
position, which he only resolved two years later. In another case, James became convinced
his son Francis disliked his name, so he began calling him John and ultimately rechristened
him Alexander at age seven. James remained unemployed into his thirties, and Evans
(1990, pp. 13-14) describes him as experiencing a kind of extended adolescence, marked by
“avoidance or forestalling of commitments, as well as avoiding firm definitions.”

One of James’s core concerns mirrored his father’s: reconciling spiritualism with
materialism, which he took to be deterministic at that point in his life. Notebooks and
letters from the late 1860s and early 1870s reveal a melancholic James brooding over
existential questions. He wrote of being “swamped in an empirical philosophy,” worrying
“that we are Nature through and through” and “that not a wiggle of our will happens save
as the result of physical laws” (in Perry 1935a, p. 153). During this time, he struggled
to choose a path or maintain direction. Romantic inhibitions and health issues—both
psychological and physical—left him feeling at the mercy of forces beyond his control
(Richards 1987), intensifying his anxiety over the apparent impotence of will.

In the spring of 1870, James encountered the work of the French neo-Kantian philoso-
pher Charles Renouvier—a turning point in his life. Reflecting on it, he wrote, “I think that
yesterday was a crisis in my life. I finished the first part of Renouvier’s second Essais and
see no reason why his definition of free will—'the sustaining of a thought because I choose
to when I might have other thoughts’—need be the definition of illusion.” He added, “At
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any rate, I will assume for the present—until next year—that it is no illusion. My first act of
free will shall be to believe in free will” (in Perry 1935a, p. 323).

Although it may be doubted whether this moment alone cured James’s psychological
maladies, it remains significant for several reasons. It shows how deeply he felt threatened
by deterministic versions of materialism—so much so that he treated belief in free will
as a remedy for his existential crisis. Renouvier’s formulation also laid the groundwork
for James’s view of consciousness as “a fighter for ends.” This would be central to his
anti-materialist argument for the causal efficacy of consciousness (e.g., James 1879a) and
to his later pragmatic philosophy. It would also provide foundations for his defense of
spiritualism (e.g., James 1878a; also see Crippen 2010, 2011). He later reinforced this view
with Darwinian principles, developing an epistemology that justified decision-making
amid insufficient evidence—a condition he saw as universal. This same model would
eventually support his defense of belief-based actions, including those grounded in spiri-
tual commitments.

3. The Sacred and the Scientific

James’s dilemma was characteristic of the 19th century. Divided between materialistic
and romantic worldviews, he wanted, in his own words, “to unite empiricism with spir-
itualism” (in Perry 1935b, p. 443). He wanted “scientific loyalty to facts ... but also the
old confidence in human values . .. of the religious or romantic type” (James 1907, p. 17).
This section and the next show how he reconciled empirical commitments with spiritual
perspectives, offering a rebuttal to certain 21st-century critiques of religion before they
were formulated. While focusing on Abrahamic traditions that emphasize belief in the
unseen, I also briefly touch on non-Western views, which are explored more fully later.

Critics of theism frequently contend that spiritual claims are deliberately insulated
from empirical scrutiny, often invoking unobservable or untestable realities. James’s
antagonist Clifford (1877) raised this concern. More recently, Sagan (1995, p. 160) has
done the same. He presents a scenario in which a dragon is said to inhabit someone’s
garage. Yet the dragon is invisible, floats without leaving physical traces, breathes fire
without emitting heat and evades detection by spray paint, which does not cling to its
insubstantial skin. In short, no conceivable test could confirm or refute the dragon’s
existence. Sagan’s analogy underscores a broader critique of theological assertions: that
they evade falsifiability (Dawkins 2006, Ch. 2; Russell [1952] 1997, pp. 543-48).

Although religious skeptics often focus on Abrahamic faiths, many non-Western tradi-
tions similarly suggest that reality is not confined to what can be materially demonstrated.
The Daodejing (trans. Lau 1972, Ch. 1) portrays the Dao as an obscure and ineffable source
of existence. In Indigenous American Lakota cosmologies, Wakan Tanka (the Great Mystery)
signifies an animating sacred force permeating all things that resist conceptual represen-
tation (Deloria 2003; Powers 1987). Likewise, in some African religions, divinity often
resides in hidden aspects of nature, ancestral spirits or the breath of life—realities accessed
through ritual, vision and transformative practices rather than straightforward empirical
observations (Mbiti 1990; Gyekye 1995; Hallen 2006).

Such traditions frame the unseen as preconditions for understanding—an idea James
would take up, as will be increasingly shown. Still, while he defended belief in the unseen
under certain circumstances, Sagan’s (1995) invisible dragon illustrates what James (1897)
called halfway empiricism: a dubious anti-pluralistic stance that disallows inconvenient
evidence ahead of time (pp. vi-viii). Halfway empiricism, however, persists in science as
well as religion. James cited the presumption that reality is wholly mechanical, arguing that
proponents are wont to reject anomalous evidence as flawed (pp. 323-24). If so, they hold
their views not because of evidence, but regardless of it. Additionally, scientists use experi-
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mental and mathematical methods to bring into appearance particular world grammars,
that is, ways of seeing and putting things together (James 1879b, 1890b, Ch. 22). A case
of this is psychologists funneling behavior into discrete categories to make it statistically
expressible (Crippen 2010).

Another example that James (1890b, Ch. 28) elaborates on is the principle of
uniformity—the belief that nature operates through consistent, lawlike and hence math-
ematizable regularities, whether deterministically or probabilistically. This metaphysical
stance tends to sideline anomalous results, which are rarely published, potentially inflating
the sense that unseen orderliness underlies even apparently haphazard phenomena. While
such parallels between scientific belief and religious faith do not make them equivalent,
critics of religion often overlook their shared epistemic features.

In denouncing faith, Harris (2004)—a leading New Atheist, along with Richard
Dawkins, Daniel Dennett and Christopher Hitchens—cites Hebrews 11:1. This New Tes-
tament (trans. ESV 1972) passage defines faith as “the assurance of things hoped for, the
conviction of things not seen.” The Quran (trans. Haleem 2008, 2:3) echoes the sentiment, as
do various Jewish scriptures, including the stories of Job and of Abraham and Isaac. Harris
argues that such faith is “entirely self-justifying,” claiming that belief without evidence
is treated as evidence of truth (p. 64). However, his critique misses the fact that in Abra-
hamic narratives, faith often leads to actions, which generate outcomes that empirically
align with the initial conviction. Additionally, the scientific worldviews Harris favors
also rest on foundational assumptions that are not—and often cannot be—empirically
demonstrated. Compared to the sciences, however, religious traditions more often ac-
knowledge their dogmatic elements. Catholic seminaries, for instance, include formal
courses in dogmatics. Similarly, while some Buddhist epistemologies list pratyaksa (direct
perception) and anumana (inference) as knowledge sources, sabda (scriptural testimony)
remains authoritative under appropriate conditions (Dreyfus 1997; Matilal 1986).

Here, James (1890b) would reiterate that scientific tenets—such as the principle of
uniformity—resemble “a religious faith more than assent to a demonstration” (p. 637).
Scientists have also extrapolated from idealized, non-existent and hence unseen constructs,
such as dimensionless point-mass interactions or marbles rolling on frictionless planes,
deriving laws “under ... the most rebellious appearances” (p. 636). Similarly, scientists
observe sequences, and not linking causes, only inferring the latter (Hume [1740] 2000, Bk.
1, Pt. 3, §II). Still, as James (1890b, p. 671) wrote, the word “cause” is a “demand for some
deeper sort of inward connection between phenomena than their merely habitual time-
sequence.” Parodying Acts 17:23, he added that the very concept of cause is “an altar to an
unknown god; an empty pedestal marking the place of a hoped-for statue.” For James, both
science and religion rely on faith in the unseen, which can be pragmatically justified and not
devolve into halfway empiricism if acknowledged for its temporary utility. A researcher’s
conviction, for example, that all diseases have causes—even if unidentified—may help her
persist in the face of failures to yield tangible results.

A takeaway for James is that belief in the unseen has meaning if it produces sensible
outcomes. To adapt James’s (1882) illustration, imagine a trapped mountaineer whose only
escape is a highly uncertain leap across a chasm. Waiting risks growing too weak to jump,
while leaping with confidence increases the chance of success, thus turning initial faith
into evidence. James (1911, pp. 1099-100) argued that full evidential certainty is always
lacking before the fact, so that the real choice is between trusting and distrusting forms of
faith. If there is not good reason to doubt, James (1897, p. 11) urged that having trusting
faith in what one desires can be rational because it helps ensure the wanted outcome.
He added that refusing to decide is itself a “passional decision.” His position challenges
Clifford and the New Atheists, who typically dismiss emotion-driven belief (Dennett is
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somewhat an exception). This is despite ample evidence showing that intelligibility erodes
without emotion and that calculating logic alone leads to irrational choices (for review,
see Crippen and Schulkin 2020; Crippen 2021a, 2022, 2025a). Emotion, of course, does not
guarantee rationality. A case in point is hate-driven, arbitrary racism. Ironically, Dawkins
provides another in his own preposterous emotional appeal, which casts 21st-century
Western atheists as heroic nonconformists persecuted as much as homosexuals in the 1950s
(p. 4), further equating religious upbringing with sexual abuse (pp. 317-18).

As stated, however, James would acknowledge that there can be legitimate reasons not
to trust. In line with Sagan and the New Atheists, he would reject the kind of blind faith that
leads fundamentalists to embrace young Earth creationism or flat Earth theory in the face
of overwhelming contradictory evidence and the lack of practical viability. Still, to portray
such beliefs as central to major world religions is to perpetuate a caricature—something
the New Atheists frequently do. For example, Dawkins (2006, Ch. 7) suggests that slavery
is a logical consequence of Christianity, while Hitchens (2007, p. 181) falsely claims that
John Adams owned slaves in this context. Although certain Old Testament passages do
prescribe rules for slavery, the New Atheists critique overlooks the fact that majority-
Christian nations ultimately abolished the institution, aided by Christian abolitionists such
as Frederick Douglass and the Quakers, whom Hitchens disparages for their pacifism
(Hitchens et al. 2019, pp. 125-26). Also ignored is the fact that philosophy and science have
likewise been used to justify slavery and racism, yet both have evolved—just as Christian
thought has.

If halfway empiricism entails ignoring inconvenient facts, then the New Atheists often
exemplify the tendency. Dennett (2006, p. 210) mocks the biblical observation that Adam
was formed from dirt. But humans are in fact made from cosmic dust. And in any case,
ancient Hebrews likely did not take the narrative literally, since two different creation
stories abut one another, one of them not asserting that humans were molded out of mud
(cf. Gen. 1:26-27; 2:7-23). Dawkins (2006, Ch. 3) ridicules Christians as too stupid to see
problems in Anselm’s and Aquinas’s ontological arguments for God’s existence. Yet his
critique merely echoes that of Gaunilo, another medieval monk. Harris (2004, pp. 94-95)
highlights the Septuagint’s mistranslation of “young woman” as “virgin,” leading to New
Testament claims about Mary. He seems unaware that theologians have long acknowledged
this. Harris also defends US foreign policy while spotlighting Islamic violence, mostly
ignoring terrorism’s sociopolitical roots in colonialism and neo-colonialism (e.g., Ch. 4).
He cites violent Quranic verses (p. 32), not noting that prescriptions to kill unbelievers
and drive out invaders (2:191) are immediately followed by advocations for peace once
aggression stops (2:193-194). Such verses, when linguistically and historically situated,
amount to wartime self-defense orders, and such contextual patterns repeat elsewhere
in the Quran (Crippen 2023b, pp. 281-82). Hitchens (2007, p. 46), meanwhile, mocks
temporary marriage in Shia Islam—not noting its kinship to short-term liaisons in the West,
albeit with obligations to any resulting children.

New Atheists can also engage in definitional circumscription that borders on equating
religiosity with delinquency, atheism with the reverse. Once more, this approaches halfway
empiricism insofar as the move delimits what counts as rational or moral in advance,
curtailing open-ended inquiry. New Atheists, for example, repeatedly claim Hitler was a
closet Christian (Harris 2004, p. 106; Dawkins 2006, p. 310; Hitchens 2007, pp. 236-43), as
if immoral degeneracy implies religiosity. Dawkins (2006) frequently notes that historical
figures he favors were deists or pantheists but then equates these positions with intelligent
agnosticism or atheism, irrespective of what his intellectual heroes professed. He claims
that most Nobel laureates are atheists (pp. 97-103). This overlooks the longstanding
complementarity between science and religion (Brooke 1991; McGrath 2010; Harrison 2015);
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or that giants like Newton, Kepler, Wallace and Lemaitre were religious; or that the Nobel
laureate Schrodinger (1967) linked Vedic thought to science; or that fairly recent surveys
show about half of scientists are religious and many more are spiritually inclined, with
only around 10% hostile to religion (Ecklund 2010).

Admittedly, the account so far omits some complexities, such as Lakatos’s (1978)
contention that tenets accepted by fiat are scientifically progressive only if they highlight
empirical anomalies, leading to novel predictions and confirmations—exemplified by the
proposal and discovery of a new planet to preserve Newtonian mechanics. But the fact
remains that scientific critiques of religion cannot rest solely on the latter’s reliance on the
unseen—not without calling science’s own epistemic foundations into question. A more
substantive objection would be that religious faith, unlike scientific belief, fails to generate
knowledge or improve lives. Yet Schrodinger seems to provide a counterexample of the
former, and there is no shortage of people claiming religious conviction yields tangible
benefits in their personal lives. If this is so, then perhaps spiritual devotees across the
globe—from the Daoist sage to the Lakota holy woman to the Yoruba diviner—have long
been onto something: that unseen forces may structure what we can see, and that belief,
when pragmatically oriented, can be as much a path to wisdom as to wonder.

4. Generative Faiths

This section elaborates on some consequences of James’s (1882, 1897) contention that
“the test of belief is willingness to act” (p. 70) and that “there is some believing tendency
wherever there is willingness to act at all” (p. 3). Three points follow: that actions measure
the strength of one’s convictions; that belief enables behavior; and that the viability of a
belief is judged by the outcomes—affirming or refuting—that result from acting on it. A
key caveat is that the world does not let us do anything whatsoever, so that most struggle
to believe they can fly by flapping their arms.

Extending this interplay between belief and action, James (1907, p. 201) proposed that
truth “is not a stagnant property” but rather “a process of valid-ation” or “veri-fication.” The
italicized suffixes—from Latin for “action” and “making”—indicate that truth is enacted,
developed and built up over time. From this perspective, a hammer can swing true, and a
car may be faithful, just as a subway map is trustworthy if—like the tools—it constructively
facilitates tasks at hand. Importantly, a subway map’s effectiveness does not hinge on
exact representational accuracy, but on its capacity to scaffold wayfinding and advance
navigation (Crippen 2017, 2025a; also see Solymosi and Shook 2013).

As presented here, James’s position also parallels the phenomenological notion of truth
as an unveiling that occurs through practical engagement with the world (see Heidegger
[1960] 1971, pp. 17-86; Crippen 2007). This view is exemplified by the carpenter who comes
to understand the properties of softwoods and hardwoods through hands-on interaction—
literally constructing embodied, non-nominal and functional classifications in the process of
building (Crippen 2017). Revelation occurs as well when poets twist language to illuminate
latent meaning (Dewey 1925, p. 360) or when scientists disturb systems to expose hidden
phenomena. Take atomic theory: belief in unseen particles motivated experimental efforts
that eventually rendered the model empirically compelling. The theory persisted not
because it was proven once and for all, but because it remained actionable. For James
(1902)—and this is a central point in this section—the same pragmatic standard applies to
religious faith: its value lies in its ability to meaningfully orient human behavior, animating
the world by introducing changes to it.

These views resonate not only with phenomenological thought but also with various
non-Western traditions. Classical Chinese Daoism, for instance, holds that insight into
nature arises not through rigid conceptualization but through spontaneous attunement to
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the “Way” (Dao)—a kind of lived responsiveness (trans. Watson 1968, Ch. 2). Likewise, in
Buddhism, the principle of right action on the Eightfold Path asserts that ethical behavior
is inseparable from correct belief (Rahula 1974, Ch. 5). The Analects similarly emphasize
that inner sincerity must be expressed through right action to cultivate personal and social
harmony (trans. Slingerland 2003, Ch. 2). These Chinese and Buddhist perspectives find
echoes in the orthopraxy of many Indigenous American philosophies, which add that
fundamental realities are revealed through communion with the land (Whitt et al. 2001; ed.
Waters 2004). In the Bhagavad Gita, orthopraxy also links to fulfilling one’s dharma (duty)
and achieving liberation (moksha) through action, not just renunciation (trans. Miller 1986).
As in James’s pragmatism, these traditions reject any sharp divide between inner conviction
and outward practice: beliefs become truth through their literal embodiment.

If belief and action are accordingly entwined, can we “will” beliefs into being by acting
as if they were true? For James (1890b), we can—provided that acting on such beliefs
generates validating effects, though disconfirming outcomes may be realized, too (p. 321).
For instance, a woman who wills herself to believe she is not as sick as she feels and gets out
of bed for rugby practice overcomes a key symptom—her inability to rise—thereby creating
an empirical basis for her belief. By contrast, it is hardly actionable to believe one can walk
on water like Jesus or travel from Busan to Seoul by heading north. And acting on the
notion that cardiovascular exercise can be replaced by smoking simply because both elevate
heart rate is likely to invite social friction and adverse health consequences. The history
of science offers parallel examples. Ether theory ceased to be actionable, on the one hand.
On the other, the Large Hadron Collider has generated Higgs boson and fermion particles,
confirming predictions that were initially unverified. James (1882) defines faith in precisely
these terms: as “the readiness to act in a cause the prosperous issue of which is not certified
in advance” (p. 70). Faith is “synonymous with working hypothesis” (p. 73)—"working” in
the dual senses of being provisional and a means of acting in the world (see Crippen 2010).

We have seen that nature reveals her secrets to scientists who faithfully act on un-
provable metaphysical assumptions—where “metaphysics” refers to foundational claims
about what can be said to have reality at all, such as the belief that the cosmos is entirely
physical or that all events are causally determined. Analogously, the divine may remain
hidden from those unwilling to move beyond skepticism. James (1895a) notes that scientific
progress is propelled by an “imperious inner demand” for order—a drive to uncover the
mathematical harmonies “hidden between the chinks and interstices of the crude natural
world” (pp. 18-19). Rarely, he observes, is a law discovered or a fact verified that was
not first sought—often through strenuous effort—in response to this internal need. James
extends this reasoning to religious longing: the impulse to view nature as “a sign of some-
thing more spiritual and eternal” carries as much justificatory weight for the believer as the
scientist’s faith in causal uniformity (p. 19).

For James, then, faith is about more than perseverance; it is a framework for meaning.
It acts as a “world-grammar,” organizing fragmentary experiences into coherent narratives
while guiding behavior that, in turn, produces observable effects. As James (1902) insists in
The Varieties of Religious Experience, “I find it hard to believe that principles”—even those
pertaining to the invisible— “can exist which make no difference in facts” (pp. 521-22). He
adds that belief in “the unseen region . .. produces effects in this world” and “consequences
in the way of conduct.” Yet “that which produces effects . .. must be termed a reality itself,
so I feel as if we had no philosophic excuse for calling the unseen or mystical world unreal”
(p. 516).

If the pragmatic criterion—Does it produce effects?—serves as a litmus test for reality,
then Harris’s (2004, p. 64) earlier mentioned mockery of Hebrews 11:1 inadvertently offers
an example that, with slight revision, supports the very notion he aims to reject. Harris asks
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us to imagine a peculiar and exhilarating conviction that Nicole Kidman is in love with
him. Although they have never met, he sarcastically suggests he will treat this subjective
feeling as evidence of her affection. The scenario unfolds as follows: his emotions imply
that he and Kidman must share a unique—perhaps even metaphysical—bond. If that is the
case, why not stake out her residence in hopes of initiating a meeting? The conclusion he
wants us to reach, of course, is that faith is a dubious enterprise.

Harris’s example is an obvious straw man, so let us reframe it more charitably. Imagine
Noor has developed feelings for Ari. If Noor receives clear evidence that Ari dislikes her,
then it is reasonable for her to withdraw. But if the evidence is ambiguous, the more rational
course may be to act as if what she hopes were true actually is. Crucially, this entails testing
the belief and accepting the risk of disappointment. For example, Noor might invite Ari to
discuss a work project over coffee. If he declines bluntly, she gains evidence of disinterest.
He might accept yet only seek friendship. Over time, however, he could develop romantic
feelings—or not. Perhaps Noor even learns that he already reciprocates her affection. The
key insight is that without a modest leap of faith, no progress happens. By taking that leap,
Noor may help bring about the reality she envisions—as in the case where Ari initially sees
her platonically but later grows to love her.

Broadly speaking, science parallels the Noor and Ari case in that beliefs shape actions
which in turn produce empirical outcomes. The obvious upshot is that scientific facts
emerge from human agency—for instance, when experimenters reveal light as either a
wave or a particle depending on whether their methods presuppose one or the other. As
physicist Finkelstein (2003b, p. 182) provocatively remarks, we seem to have entered an era
of “non-objective physics.” Werner Heisenberg developed quantum theory in the same city
and decade as Kandinsky introduced the term “non-objective art,” prompting speculation
that Heisenberg may have drawn inspiration from Kandinsky when labeling quantum
theory non-objective physics. Unlike classical physics, which “represses the observer and
the act of observation, naively describing ‘things as they are,”” quantum theory’s central
premise is to “talk about what you do, not about ‘things as they are’.”

Finkelstein (2003a) has linked his pragmatic views to Buddhist epistemologies, which
emphasize that subject and object co-arise and that knowing is inseparable from doing.
This idea also lies at the heart of pragmatism, which might, for instance, treat the slushy or
icy qualities of snow as emerging from how it impedes, facilitates or complicates a skier’s
movement (Crippen 2025c¢). Within this pragmatic framework, James’s view holds that
observable effects are generated by acting on belief—a pattern evident in everyday, scientific
and religious life where leaps of faith often produce outcomes that would otherwise remain
unrealized. The New Testament repeatedly asserts that faith can “move mountains” (Mark
11:23; Matthew 17:20; Matthew 21:21; 1 Corinthians 13:2), a theme echoed by spiritual
leaders such as Gandhi (1925, p. 331). A similar lesson appears in a Daoist parable: when
an elderly man vows to level mountains blocking his path and is mocked for his ambition,
he replies, “My descendants will endure forever, but these mountains will not grow. What
difficulty is there in flattening them?” (trans. Graham 1960, p. 100). The pragmatic insight
is clear: with sustained belief and effort, monumental feats become possible—whether
ending global poverty, toppling empires (as India did through nonviolent resistance) or
landing humans on the Moon.

On a personal scale, faith operates similarly. You might pray for relief for the poor, only
to feel an inward prompting: “You can help make this happen.” Acting on that impulse,
you become the answer to your own prayer, fulfilling its hope through your deeds. Thus,
faith proves indispensable—not only in religion, but in science and daily life. Its necessity
lies in its role as a precondition for actualizing what was initially merely believed. By
motivating action, faith helps transform belief into reality, thereby rendering it true.
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5. Global Threads in James’s Religious and Scientific Epistemology

Though non-Western threads have been touched upon, they remain underexplored.
This section examines how the epistemology James employed in his discussions of religion
and science bridges Western and non-Western perspectives. The focus is primarily on Asian
traditions—some of which James may have encountered indirectly through the writings
of the Transcendentalists—as well as on Indigenous American influences that scholars
suggest shaped intellectual currents in the US (Wilshire 2000; Pratt 2002; Mann 2005). That
said, in the absence of clear textual evidence for deliberate assimilation, I remain agnostic
on the question of intentional adoption.

As noted at the outset, some of James’s views are distinctly Western yet resonate with
global traditions. A case in point is his concept of selective interests, rooted in Darwinism
(Crippen 2010, 2011, 2018) and developed in his early and middle writings (James 1865a,
1865b, 1878a, 1878b, 1879a, 1880, 1890a, 1890b). There, he challenged the notion—especially
prominent in Spencer’s Lamarckian empiricism—that the environment directly molds
the mind. Drawing instead on Darwin, James (1880, p. 622) praised the conjecture that
variations arise independently of selective pressures. Extending this to ontogeny, he added
that minds adapt to their environments without being directly shaped by them.

James (1880, p. 456) proposed one mechanism by which novel ideas emerge: “acciden-
tal out-births of spontaneous variation in . . . the excessively unstable human brain.” James
(1890b, p. 636) later observed that most of these ideational out-births “perish through their
worthlessness.” Still, some form meaningful connections and are reinforced. In such cases,
the environment “is the cause of their preservation, not that of their production.” A second
mechanism involves sensory input: while the environment offers abundant content, only a
fraction is absorbed through selective attention. As James (1890a) wrote, people “select,
out of the same mass of presented objects, those which suited [their] private interest” and
“rationally ... connect them” in different ways (p. 287). In this way, selective attention carves
and refines experience “much as a sculptor works on ... stone” (p. 288) and ultimately
“makes experience” (p. 403). On such bases, James (1879b) asserted that a carpenter sees oil
as a wood darkener, a mechanic as a lubricant—depending on how their interests relate
them to the world.

James’s thinking here aligns with a common Western tendency to analytically isolate
and prioritize foreground objects (de Oliveira and Nisbett 2017b). Yet this cognitive style is
not unexceptionally deployed in the West. Often, for instance, Darwin (1859, p. 73) avoided
reducing the world to its constituent components, instead viewing affairs ecologically in
“ever-increasing circles of complexity.” Although Transcendentalism was largely a pre-
Darwinian movement, it shared a similar emphasis on interconnectedness. The movement
also bears the imprint of Asian thought (e.g., Versluis 1993; Foust 2017; Crippen 2023a), a
connection that may help illuminate James’s partly Darwinian-inspired account of values.

Thoreau (1842, p. 40), for example, warned not to “underrate the value of a fact”—a
stance resonating with the frequently cited (if overgeneralized) view that early Chinese
philosophy did not rigidly separate facts from values or reality from appearance (e.g.,
Geaney 2000; Willman 2016). This suggests that fact and value can merge, exemplified
by a community accurately deeming a rabid dog to factually be a genuine threat. Tiantai
Buddhism—a tradition the Transcendentalists encountered when they published excerpts
of the Lotus Sutra in The Dial—asserts that the world of appearances ultimately equates to
reality (trans. Watson 1993). Parallel ideas appear in Huayan Buddhism, where certain
interpretations posit that enlightenment dissolves any absolute distinction between reality
and appearance (Van Norden and Jones 2019).

In this vein, James viewed values in a non-skeptical way: oil really is (valuable as) a
wood darkener or a lubricant when used by carpenters or mechanics, and it accordingly
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takes on these appearances in those contexts. Yet certain Buddhist strands, with their
doctrine of dependent co-origination, have a more skeptical tone. The Korean monk
Wonhyo illustrates this in a tale where, thirsty in a dark cave, he drank what he thought
was pure water from a gourd—only to find in daylight that it was filthy water from a
skull in a tomb (trans. Muller et al. 2012, pp. 304-5). While one might argue that even
filthy water has real value to the dying, the episode suggests that desires—or what James
calls interests—can distort perception. This aligns with the Daodejing’s (trans. Lau 1972)
advice to look with the purity of a baby (Ch. 10) or to “rid yourself of desires in order to
observe [nature’s] secrets” (Ch. 1), immediately followed, however, by the qualification:
“always allow yourself to have desires in order to observe its manifestations” (Ch. 1).
James (1878b, p. 256) likewise argued that without the narrowing force of interest, the
experiential world becomes undifferentiated. While less committed to the idea that affective
or emotional dispositions distort perception by prompting agents to tease the phenomenal
field into separate entities, James (1890a, p. 488) similarly describes a baby’s surroundings
as conceptually indistinct—"one great blooming, buzzing confusion.”

Along with James, the just cited Buddhist and Daoist ideas suggest that, to varying
extents, humans construct their own experiential worlds. Confucianism offers a more
literal reiteration of this view in its understanding of nature as something akin to a human-
cultivated garden (Li and Wei 2023). Emerson (1836, p. 92) echoed the notion in his
exhortation to “build, therefore, your own world,” a sentiment mirrored by James in his
discussions of sculpting and making experiences. While it is possible that James absorbed
aspects of this outlook through Transcendentalists’ engagements with Asian philosophies,
scholars such as Wilshire (2000) and Pratt (2002) also argue that pragmatism bears the
imprint of Indigenous American thought. Of course, it is not feasible to reduce the plurality
of Indigenous perspectives across the Americas to a single outlook. Nonetheless, these
traditions overwhelmingly regard nature as something with which humans are always
entwined—not merely something encountered on occasion, such as during a hike in the
mountains. This view is factually accurate, given that environments ranging from the
rainforests of Brazil to the North American Great Plains were cultivated by their original
human inhabitants (Mann 2005).

For Indigenous Americans, this understanding also carries a range of religious and
philosophical implications. Black Elk (in DeMallie 1984), an Oglala Lakota elder, articulated
the passage of time through the land’s seasonal cycles, referencing phases such as the Moon
of Blooming Turnip, Black Cherries, Falling Leaves, Growing Calf Hair, Popping Trees
and Frost in Tipis (pp. 291-92). He frequently referenced the four directions, plus earth
and sky, which form a sacred framework for land-centered spirituality, medicine and the
very nature of existence. This deep ecological connection is upheld through rituals—for
instance, burying the placenta and umbilical cord to signify a bond between a child and the
land, or the sharing of clan names with mountains, clouds and animals (Whitt et al. 2001).
In a similar spirit, members of the Haida Nation have objected to their totem poles being
preserved in museums, insisting instead on allowing them to decay and return to the land
(Greenwald 2025).

More broadly, Indigenous communities often express concern that if the land is rad-
ically altered—through dam construction, for instance—or if they are forcibly relocated,
then medicine (knowledge) will be lost. One Indigenous woman of the Navajo (Diné)
Nation speaks of the incomprehensibility of being removed from Big Mountain, Arizona,
remarking that if she were relocated, the plants and animals would not know her, and she
would not know them (Whitt et al. 2001).

While James (1879b) did not articulate a land-based epistemology, he expressed a reso-
nant sentiment: “The living question always is, “Where is it found?”” (p. 331), emphasizing
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that our best hope of understanding “what it is” lies in registering the “embedded character”
of an entity (p. 331). As James (1895b, p. 109) later elaborated, “to know an object is to lead
to it through a context which the world supplies,” so that a tiger is not well understood by
observing it in a zoo, but rather by encountering it within its natural setting—such as the
Indian subcontinent.

In some sense, this means that a thing only has a temporary essence—which, in effect,
means no essence at all (see James 1890b, pp. 335-36), a view also aligning with Buddhist
and Daoist strains. As James would come to see—perhaps not coincidentally shortly
after he engaged to some extent with global traditions in his 1902 Varieties of Religious
Experience—this applies not only to the world but also to human agents. In his article
“Does Consciousness Exist?”, James (1904a) proposed that consciousness is not a separate
substrate but rather a function or mode of being immersed in the world. In other words,
what we call consciousness is the ongoing stream of pure experience, including temporary
relations to the events we encounter, hence not an essentially internal phenomenon. James’s
position once again parallels Buddhist conceptions of subjectivity as a fleeting process
shaped by shifting relations in the world. It also resonates—albeit in a different register—
with certain Indigenous American beliefs that psychic life extends into the land.

6. Mind, World and Indigenous Global Traditions

The vision outlined in the previous section—especially in James’s “Does Consciousness
Exist?”—closely parallels core insights in Buddhist thought. In particular, the Buddhist
doctrine of anattd (non-self) denies a fixed, underlying essence to the self, stressing instead
a fluid and impermanent stream of mental and physical events (Rahula 1974, Ch. 6).
Likewise, the principle of anicca, or impermanence (Rahula 1974, Chs. 2, 4), closely parallels
James’s view that both things and agents lack enduring essences. What remains, according
to both James and Buddhist teachings, is not a stable identity but a dynamic unfolding
of experience. Buddhists typically hold that the self arises dependently and temporarily,
shaped by changing conditions, and therefore lacks persistent being. James defends a
similar position: consciousness is not a fixed bearer of experience but a relational process.
This is an outlook that dissolves the boundary between subject and object.

The anti-dualist stance just described—which, as noted, also appears across a range of
global Indigenous traditions—is central to James’s radical empiricism. This is particularly
evident in a second article published shortly after The Varieties of Religious Experience, which
he prepared by revisiting Emerson’s writings (Riepe 1968; Bush 2017), where he would have
encountered Asian philosophical insights. In “A World of Pure Experience,” James (1904b)
not only rejected metaphysical bifurcations between mind and world but also affirmed that
anything given in experience—no matter how fleeting, relational or marginal—counts as
legitimate data. Seen in this light, both Buddhist and Indigenous American perspectives
converge with James’s commitment to a philosophy grounded in direct lived experience
rather than abstract or essentialist formulations.

In a sense, James’s claim that context grants things and events a temporary but dis-
cernible identity resonates with the causal holism present in certain Asian and Indigenous
American perspectives. Yet his thinking also departs from it. The Buddhist sage Fazang
exemplified causal holism by asserting that “one is all” and “all is one” (trans. Van Norden
2014, p. 88)—a view that James rejected. Still, Fazang’s emphasis on the interdependence
of knowledge—that we only know a thing in relation to other things—aligns with James’s
focus on contextual knowing. Using the analogy of constructing a dwelling, Fazang ex-
plained that “the rafter is the building” and “the building is the rafter” (trans. Elstein 2014,
pp. 82-83), illustrating the premise that entities mutually constitute and define one another.
Their existence therefore arises through interdependent relations.
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James (1884, p. 198) argued that monism, continuity and determinism imply one
another, each suggesting that events unfold in an unbroken chain linking past, present and
future, forming “an absolute unity, an iron block.” In contrast, pluralism, discontinuity
and indeterminism permit “loose play,” where one part does not necessarily dictate the
others. James (1880) connected this to Darwin’s view that evolution proceeds through
distinct causal cycles. This allows for “some separation among things, some tremor of
independence” (James 1907, p. 100), so that encountering one “bit of reality” does not
mean engaging all others (James 1909, p. 285). James favored this view on pragmatic
grounds, with an anachronistic testifying example being the failure to unify physics. He also
considers pluralism more plausible, as it permits causal clusters without requiring universal
interdependence. Interestingly, while maintaining pluralism in the sense described, James’s
notion of pure experience is monistic in that it dissolves the mind-world divide. In this
respect, his thought aligns with certain Asian traditions, such as the Daodejing, which posits
a singular, ineffable Dao that nonetheless generates the dynamic plurality of yin and yang
(Shusterman 2021, p. 161).

The tension between unity and pluralism found a lived counterpart in James’s own
experiences. Mendes (2022) speculates that James’s pluralism was nurtured during his
scientific expedition to Brazil in his undergraduate years, where he encountered an extraor-
dinary abundance and diversity of life. The South American journey, however, can also
be linked to another aspect of his thought: the emerging conviction that things become
what they temporarily are—and thus become knowable—only within their ecologically
embedded niches, that is, their overall contexts. James’s personal notes and letters from
the Amazonian venture highlight a few additional points. First, although not entirely free
from the prejudices of his era, he was sharply critical of expedition leader Louis Agassiz
for seeking to undermine evolutionary theory, promoting scientifically racist ideas and
exploiting locals. Second, James engaged directly with Indigenous South Americans (Perry
1935a, Ch. 12; Mendes 2022). While the precise influence of these encounters on his later
work is difficult to gauge, some of the perspectives he may have encountered in Brazil echo
themes he would go on to develop.

This biographical thread opens naturally into a broader philosophical one. Countering
thinkers such as Dennett (2006), who interpret animism—common in many Indigenous
perspectives—as an anthropocentric over-attribution of mind, James’s situated account
offers a partial defense. Both his pragmatism and his concept of pure experience reject the
notion that environments are either inert or separate from mind. His younger pragmatic
contemporary, Dewey (1916, p. 14), made the point especially clear, arguing that psychic life
(thinking, etc.) extends into hands, tools and broader surroundings that enable specific ways
of thinking and perceiving. In this sense, pragmatism anticipates Clark and Chalmers’s
(1998) extended mind thesis.

Viewed through certain Amazonian Indigenous philosophies, pragmatists and extended
mind theorists may still stop short of the full implications. Viveiros de Castro (2004) recounts
an Amerindian belief that the mere presence of persons —understood as minded beings,
whether human or nonhuman—can endow seemingly inert entities with agency through their
accompaniment or interaction (p. 470). From a broadened pragmatic or extended cognition
perspective, this suggests that such objects are not passive backdrops but participants in an
actively minded social system, capable of conferring protection or posing danger much like
human or nonhuman animals. In this sense, the boundaries of mind and agency become
even more porous than many pragmatists or extended mind theorists have envisioned. As
Viveiros de Castro puts it, “personhood and “perspectivity’—the capacity to occupy a point
of view—is a question of degree and context rather than an absolute, diacritical property of
particular species” (p. 470). He adds that “artifacts have this interestingly ambiguous ontology.
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They are objects that necessarily point to a subject; as congealed actions, they are material
embodiments of nonmaterial intentionality” (p. 471).

Comparable ideas appear far beyond the Amazon, as in Indigenous American Ojibwe
perspectives. As Harvey (2006) explains, the Ojibwe language encodes grammatical distinc-
tions between living and non-living entities much as many other languages mark gender
(Ch. 2). The English term “animate” stems from a Latin root for life or soul, referring
to entities regarded as actively alive in some respect, with the word “psychic” deriving
from a Greek root meaning life, breath and soul. Ojibwe categories differentiate degrees of
mindedness and activity that do not always align with biological status—rocks, for instance,
may be considered animate, whereas sweetgrass is not. Such distinctions often depend on
how active the entity’s role is or whether its function warrants reciprocal consideration, ren-
dering it agentive in a physical or ethical sense. Within this worldview, relationships with
other beings—human or nonhuman—require careful moral negotiation, even in acts such
as hunting. Drawing on Viveiros de Castro’s insights, Harvey notes that this is reflected in
rituals intended to depersonalize animals destined for consumption, thereby avoiding an
act perceived as akin to cannibalism (Ch. 6).

These contextual and relational Amerindian ascriptions portray active places where
beings co-emerge, resonating with aspects of Buddhism and Daoism and closely paralleling
Latour’s (2005) actor—network theory. As the name suggests, this framework conceives
of the world as a web of networks in which humans and nonhumans—people, objects,
technologies and even ideas—are all “actors” capable of influencing outcomes. Rather
than separating the social, natural and technological into distinct domains, actor-network
theory sees agency as emerging from interactions within these assemblages. On this
view, multiple forms of mind can arise and dissolve in response to shifting, transitory
relationships. As should be obvious at this point, the position echoes the extended-mind
thesis and James’s notion of pure experience, along with his claim that context renders
things knowable. Read alongside the Amazonian and Ojibwe accounts, James’s framework
offers a philosophical vocabulary for understanding these Indigenous ontologies not as
exotic or metaphorical, but as coherent accounts of a world in which agency is relational,
distributed and context dependent.

Building on this relational and context-sensitive outlook, one can ask: What practical
implications follow from James’s overall position? The combination of his pluralism
and his stress on contextual knowing undermine the generalizability of broad statements
about human existence. After all, making sense of such matters often requires adopting
a version of James’s earlier mentioned dictum and asking: Where is the phenomenon in
question found? This tends to entail pluralistic thinking about human life, which varies
significantly with locale. Consider an extended example of an East Asian city—say, Busan
in South Korea—that also illustrates the anti-dualist stance under discussion. In this
setting, urban design may reflect the philosophical inclinations of decision-makers, but
it also arises from material constraints, including mountainous topography and limited
land relative to population. As a result, roads and buildings are frequently constructed
at varying elevations, with structures densely clustered and oriented in non-uniform
directions. This results in a visually complex environment with few distinct focal points
(Crippen 2025b; Crippen et al. 2025). The overall spatial pattern in turn aligns with the
less object-centric attentional styles that cultural psychologists have repeatedly observed in
East Asian populations (see de Oliveira and Nisbett 2017b).

These complex spatial configurations can evoke a feeling that the city is animate and
transforming around its inhabitants. The sensation is intensified by meandering street
patterns reminiscent of natural footpaths and by the mist that frequently flows down the
mountains that hug Korean urban areas. Such perceptually dynamic qualities parallel
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findings in cultural psychology. Among these are that East Asians tend to be highly
sensitive to change and to expect sudden situational reversals, while also perceiving objects
as more agentically endowed than Westerners typically do (Ji et al. 2001; Nisbett 2003;
Spencer-Rodgers et al. 2009). They also often perceive the self as malleable and defined
through relational contexts, for example, fitting Buddhist outlooks and contrasting the
more bounded self-construals common in Western populations (e.g., Kitayama et al. 2009).
Historical geography further illustrates these relational dynamics: in Korean many cities,
distances that are now easily and rapidly traversed by cars once posed formidable barriers
before the construction of tunnels in the late twentieth century. These spatial constraints
contributed to dialect variations and interprovincial biases even between geographically
proximate regions (Crippen 2025b; Crippen et al. 2025). In James’s terms, to know these
cities and their inhabitants is not merely to catalog physical features or demographic facts,
but to grasp where both are found and how their character is shaped by embedded spatial,
historical and cultural relations.

A second, related point ties back to James’s defense of the viability of religious belief:
It can be difficult to understand—Ilet alone legitimately condemn—a perspective that is
foreign to us. This speaks directly to James’s pluralism, which holds that reality is not a
single, fixed order but a mosaic of partially overlapping worlds shaped by different ways
of experiencing and engaging. For most scientists, the principle of uniformity is so deeply
ingrained in their worldview that they almost instinctively perceive it as a self-evident
reality permeating nearly all phenomena. Similarly, for many religious believers, the divine
functions as an equally fundamental structuring force in their lived experiences. Its presence
may be felt in flowers and trees, in life and existence itself—sensed with a vividness akin to
the way one registers the roughness of wood or the blueness of the sky. James’s pluralism
grants legitimacy to both science and religion. Rather than subordinating one perspective to
the metaphysical standards of the other, the outlook encourages recognition that different
modes of knowing disclose variegated aspects of what James (1902) seems to have thought
of as “the more”.

7. Conclusions

James’s philosophy of science outlines a pragmatic epistemology that avoids rigid
distinctions between science and spiritualism. Instead of treating the two as incompatible,
he showed how both rely on unprovable but actionable assumptions that guide inquiry
and behavior, which in turn generate observable outcomes in the world. For James, then,
truth is not a static correspondence with reality; it grows through the accumulation of
practical effects. This idea—developed through his accounts of selective attention, value
and habit—enabled him to treat belief as a process: one that shapes how we perceive,
navigate and intervene in the world.

James's discussion of faith has an Abrahamic flavor, as he defined it as a kind of stead-
fast conviction in the face of uncertainty. However, he departs from conventional Sunday
school framings by specifically holding that faith engages with the unknown by putting
beliefs to the test—even risking their failure—through action. What is more, much of his
orientation ends up aligning with a range of non-Abrahamic global traditions—including
Buddhist, Daoist, Confucian and Indigenous American thought—which often emphasize
contextual understanding and the inseparability of experience and action. In these tra-
ditions, knowledge is not abstract or detached but grounded in lived relationships—for
example, between people and the land. Although there is little unequivocal textual evi-
dence that non-Western traditions directly shaped James's thinking, he was likely exposed
to them through multiple channels. At a minimum, this includes his encounters with
Indigenous peoples of the Amazon and his engagement with Transcendentalism, which
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itself bears the imprint of Asian philosophies. Notably, it was shortly after engaging
with Emerson’s work in preparation for The Varieties of Religious Experience—where James
explored several global Indigenous traditions—that some of his most characteristically
non-Western declarations appeared.

Important in James’s considerations is his pluralism, which offers a defense of diverse
ways of experiencing, giving rise to different kinds of truths, each tied to distinct practices,
environments and forms of life. At the same time, he does not therefore advance an
“anything goes” philosophy. James (1907) observed that we have long employed additional
criteria to deal with matters that cannot be adjudicated by evidence alone—namely the
same benchmarks scientists use: elegance, economy, explanatory power and coherence
with other beliefs, to list a few. These standards conduce to actionability or workability,
and they can be quite rigorous, with James adding that “the squeeze is so tight that there is
little loose play to hold just any hypothesis” (p. 217). James did not, however, develop his
philosophy to defend a specific religious standpoint as true. Instead, he tried to expand the
range of what one has epistemic warrant to choose to accept as legitimate.
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