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INTRODUCTION
n William James’s body of work, we find one essay that
focuses exclusively on theoretical ethics. Initially a talk
delivered to the Yale Philosophical Club in 1891, and later
published as part of a collection of essays titled The Will to
Believe and Other Essays in Popular Philosophy, “The Moral
Philosopher and the Moral Life” (hereafter MPML) represents
James’s most direct contribution to moral thought. In this paper |
will work to situate his views within the contemporary philosophical
landscape.

On the one hand this project is a familiar one; past thinkers don’t
utilize contemporary terms, and there are often ambiguities that
invite competing interpretations. In the case of James, however, the
task is made more complicated by unique way that he chooses to
frame his inquiry. Put briefly, in MPML James frames his remarks
as a response to the following question: how should the moral
philosopher theorize about morality, given the values that she holds,
and in particular, given her proclivity to theorize? For James, the
philosophical impulse is one of many, and the philosopher is
characterized by a stronger than average desire to inquire and
systematize. I present and explain James’s framing of MPML in the
first section of this paper, and will appeal to it throughout in order
to help explain why James is led to believe that the moral
philosopher must approach moral philosophy in the way James
suggests.

My ultimate goal is to prove that the approach developed by
James is metaethically constructivist. In Section I, | provide a brief
discussion of the characteristic features of constructivist positions,
and in Section Ill, T locate those features in James’s own account. |
then try to solidify my constructivist reading of James by showing
how it, coupled with the framing of MPML, can help us to make
sense of a notoriously puzzling shift to a discussion of the divine at
the end of the essay. There, James makes two claims: 1) that moral
progress must wait on theological beliefs, and 2) that the moral
philosopher ought to posit the existence of a god as they theorize.
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Both are explained by another claim, which is that a belief in a god
effectively motivates individuals to live according to their most
cherished values. | explain the connection between these three
claims and the essay’s framing in Section 1V. Finally, | briefly
compare the constructivisms of James and Sharon Street, with the
goal of isolating the unique features of a Jamesian constructivism.

SECTION I. THE FRAMING OF MPML
I will begin by presenting James’s remarks on the aim of the moral
philosopher. Here is what he has to say:

First of all, what is the position of him who seeks an ethical
philosophy? To begin with, he must be distinguished from
all those who are satisfied to be ethical sceptics. He will not
be a sceptic; therefore so far from ethical scepticism being
one possible fruit of ethical philosophizing, it can only be
regarded as that residual alternative to all philosophy which
from the outset menaces every would-be philosopher who
may give up the quest discouraged, and renounce his original
aim. That aim is to find an account of the moral relations that
obtain among things, which will weave them into the unity
of a stable system and make of the world what one may call
a genuine universe from the ethical point of view. So far as
the world resists reduction to the form of unity, so far as
ethical propositions seem unstable, so far does the
philosopher fail of his ideal. The subject-matter of his study
is the ideals he finds existing in the world; the purpose which
guides him is this ideal of his own, of getting them into a
certain form.!

For James, moral theories are the products of moral philosophers,
and moral philosophers possess a particular aim; that is, to produce
a system that can make sense of our moral practices. We should say
a bit more, then, about James’s understanding of this aim. First, we
should note that it’s an aim that James thinks excludes the
development of a skeptical account, which would only make sense
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of our moral practices insofar as it attempts to explain them in the
absence of any positive conception of morality. Settling for
skepticism, for James, amounts to the philosopher giving up her aim
altogether. Next, to further understand the philosopher’s aim we can
turn to another of James’s works titled “The Sentiment of
Rationality” (hereafter SOR). There, James says that the
characteristic desire of the philosopher is “to attain a conception of
the frame of things which shall on the whole be more rational than
that somewhat chaotic view which every one by nature carries about
with him under his hat.”? He then goes on to discuss what it feels
like to attain a rational conception of the world, along with the kinds
of theories that have furnished philosophers with that feeling.

One such way to go about theorizing, James says, is to seek out
some principle or fact that can explain a wide variety of phenomena.
He calls the passion behind theories of this sort the passion of
simplification. Here he seems to be referring to theories that
establish, for instance, laws of nature: “Who does not feel the charm
of thinking that the moon and the apple are, as far as their relation
to the earth goes, identical; of knowing respiration and combustion
to be one; of understanding that the balloon rises by the same law
whereby the stone sinks.”® Laws of gravitation, for example, seem
to simplify our understanding of physical bodies; two things as
disparate as the moon and an apple become more like one another
to the extent that the Earth’s gravity acts on both. We can say more
generally that theories which aim to simplify also illuminate what
seemingly disparate things have in common. When it comes to
Newtonian physics, we can point to gravitational laws; when it
comes to morality, we can try to point to principles of right.

On the other hand, James thinks that there is a manifestation of
the philosopher’s aim that runs counter to the passion of
simplification. He calls this the passion for distinguishing:

[1]t is the impulse to be acquainted with the parts rather than
to comprehend the whole. Loyalty to clearness and integrity
of perception, dislike of blurred outlines, of vague
identifications, are its characteristics. It loves to recognize
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particulars in their full completeness, and the more of these
it can carry the happier it is. It prefers any amount of
incoherence, abruptness, and fragmentariness (so long as the
literal details of the separate facts are saved) to an abstract
way of conceiving things that, while it simplifies them,
dissolves away at the same time their concrete fulness.
Clearness and simplicity thus set up rival claims, and make
a real dilemma for the thinker.*

The idea is that theories that simplify ultimately must ignore
certain “concrete” features of the objects they hope to explain.
Theories of physics, for instance, must acknowledge that purely
scientific descriptions of apples and moons fail to represent much of
each object (they fail, for instance, to represent what it’s like to bite
into a crisp apple, or to gaze upon a full moon). To be moved by the
passion to distinguish, then, is to care more about fully explaining
each particular thing, of capturing each thing’s “concrete fullness,”
and so be willing to accept contradictions between explanations as
a potential consequence. James goes on to say, rather
characteristically I think, that the content of a given philosopher’s
theory is an outcome of the balance that philosopher strikes between
these two passions, but ultimately argues that the passion for
simplification must in the end yield to the passion to distinguish:

The interest of theoretic rationality, the relief of
identification, is but one of a thousand human purposes.
When others rear their heads, it must pack up its little bundle
and retire till its turn recurs. The exaggerated dignity and
value that philosophers have claimed for their solutions is
thus greatly reduced. The only virtue their theoretic
conception need have is simplicity, and a simple conception
is an equivalent for the world only so far as the world is
simple—the world meanwhile, whatever simplicity it may
harbor, being also a mightily complex affair. Enough
simplicity remains, however, and enough urgency in our
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craving to reach it, to make the theoretic function one of the
most invincible of human impulses. The quest of the fewest
elements of things is an ideal that some will follow, as long
as there are men to think at all.®

James’s argument boils down to this: practically speaking,
knowledge of particulars is most expedient. Insofar as we lose the
richness of experience when we think of the world in terms of
principles and laws, we lose “the fulness of the truth.”® There is
certainly much more to unpack here, but I’ve said enough for the
purposes of this paper. For James, the philosopher will need to strike
a balance between the passion of simplification and the passion for
distinguishing, since he believes that “no system of philosophy can
hope to be universally accepted among men which grossly violates
either need, or entirely subordinates the one to the other.”” My claim
is that in MPML James suggests how we ought to strike that balance
concerning moral theory. I’ll support this claim in the sections that
follow, showing in Section IV how the passion for simplification is
accounted for by James’s proposal of a normative principle. In
Section III I’1l show how the passion for distinguishing is accounted
for in his metaethical preoccupation with human ideals.

With all this in mind, let’s refer to the characteristic interest of
the philosopher, which is constituted by the passions discussed
above, as the philosophical impulse. In light of this, we can now ask
what it means for James to advise the moral philosopher in the
construction of her theory given the nature of her aim. What I argue
is that framing his paper in this way results in guidance which
assumes that the moral philosopher is aware of the limited scope of
her solution. In other words, at its core MPML is an essay that claims
to answer moral questions from the standpoint of a self-aware
philosopher, or a philosopher who recognizes her possession of the
philosophical impulse and the limits it places on the scope of her
solution. A notable upshot of this approach for the moral
philosopher is that it has direct implications for her theory insofar
as she must grapple with the diverse array of perspectives to be
found in the world. In other words, her passion to simplify will be
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checked by the particular individuals who are the source of her
inquiry’s subject matter. The result is a theory that takes seriously
subjective perspectives, and which places an emphasis on
developing a system that validates as many ways of living as
possible.

That this is a plausible reading is evidenced by how well it
harmonizes with another important essay of James’s, “A Certain
Blindness in Human Beings” (hereafter CB). There, James argues
that each of us, by virtue of the unique perspectives that we inhabit,
will be in possession of differing, but to some extent equally true,
conceptions of what makes life meaningful. This means that our
perspectives will also make us blind to sources of meaning
accessible from perspectives that differ greatly from our own. The
upshot of this fact, James thinks, is this:

[This blindness] is negative in one sense, but positive in
another. It absolutely forbids us to be forward in
pronouncing on the meaninglessness of forms of existence
other than our own; and it commands us to tolerate, respect,
and indulge those whom we see harmlessly interested and
happy in their own ways, however unintelligible these may
be to us. Hands off: neither the whole of truth nor the whole
of good is revealed to any single observer, although each
observer gains a partial superiority of insight from the
peculiar position in which he stands. Even prisons and sick-
rooms have their special revelations. It is enough to ask of
each of us that he should be faithful to his own opportunities
and make the most of his own blessings, without presuming
to regulate the rest of the vast field.®

We should expect that James’s request that each of us be faithful to
our own opportunities and blessings, without passing judgment on
other ways of living, would extend to those of us who possess a
strong philosophical impulse. This would include the moral
philosopher, who must somehow stay faithful to her task without
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“presuming to regulate the rest of the vast field.” One obvious
blunder, then, that the moral philosopher might make is to allow one
of her other ideals to guide her philosophizing, and James indicates
as much in MPML.:

[the philosophical impulse] is thus a factor in ethical
philosophy whose legitimate presence must never be
overlooked; it is a positive contribution which the
philosopher himself necessarily makes to the problem. But
it is his only positive contribution. At the outset of his inquiry
he ought to have no other ideals. Were he interested
peculiarly in the triumph of any one kind of good, he would
pro tanto cease to be a judicial investigator, and become an
advocate for some limited element of the case.® (my
emphasis)

The dilemma faced by the moral philosopher is that her ideal of
producing a moral system requires her to speak on behalf of all of
us, who are all inhabiting unique perspectives that are characterized
by diverse sets of values. The moral domain, and the project of
developing a normative theory in particular, requires the
philosopher to make value judgments; to declare this or that to be
the highest good; to declare that X is better than Y; and so on.
James’s suggestion here is that it is easy for the philosopher to slip
up and allow her other ideals to influence these sorts of judgments,
and so she should take care to guard against this tendency, lest she
unjustly discount some ways of living. Insofar as she is interested in
producing a moral system, she can be guided only by the
philosophical impulse. Further, she must also understand that this
interest of hers is on the same footing as the interests that are moral
philosophy’s subject matter, and so must not take her proposed
solution to represent the whole truth about moral matters. Still, if we
take James’s remarks in CB seriously, the philosopher does have
some grounds to say that her solution gets at some truth, some
unique way of understanding the moral domain, and so we can think
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of James as advising the philosopher on how to best pursue that
truth.

In the following sections, I hope that the purpose of MPML’s
framing will become clearer. At this point, we should recognize that
it is important to keep the framing of MPML in mind because it
communicates to us James’s view concerning the scope of
philosophical solutions. That is, it suggests that James’s answers to
moral questions are the answers of a philosopher who is aware not
only of her characteristic impulse, but who also recognizes and
accepts the limits of philosophical inquiry. These, in other words,
are important metaphilosophical commitments that directly bear on
James’s judgments about which moral theories are plausible. To be
clear, my contribution will not be to vindicate these commitments,
but rather to illustrate how they influence the views that appear in
MPML. There are two views that emerge in the essay, one
metaethical and the other normative. Since my goal is to classify
James’s metaethical position as constructivist, it will be useful to
provide a general, albeit brief, discussion of constructivism in the
next section. I will then discuss in detail James’s metaethical
position, which 1 suggest we view as a kind of Humean
constructivism.

SECTION Il. CONSTRUCTIVISM: A BRIEF OVERVIEW

In what follows, | will provide a brief overview of constructivism,
with the goal of isolating the key features of a properly metaethical
version of the view. We will then be in a position to identify those
features in James’s account, and to compare it to other influential
metaethical constructivist views. What | will show in Section 111 and
IV is that James’s account is accurately labeled a Humean
constructivism.

Before we start, | want to note that describing constructivist
views is a daunting task, and a careful examination of the most
influential constructivist positions warrants much more attention
than | can give in a paper like this. My hope is that in what follows
I can paint a rough but compelling picture of what constructivists
are committed to, and that what | say is ultimately compatible with
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the finer details of the views that | examine. | encourage the reader,
if unsure about the characterization | provide, to dive into the
primary materials themselves.*

I’1l begin my characterization of constructivism by following the
lead of Stephen Darwall, Allan Gibbard, and Peter Railton (1992)
(here after DGR), who provide a taxonomy of contemporary
metaethical views that is based on how theorists understand the
continuity of morality with the empirical sciences. They tell us that
we can understand this continuity in relation to the notion of
objectivity, and the widely shared intuition that moral matters are in
some meaningful sense objective. Those theorists who believe that
morality is continuous with the sciences claim that if morality is
objective, then it’s for the same reasons that the natural sciences are
objective; facts about what we ought to do are like facts concerning,
for example, electrons. On the other hand, there are discontinuity
views, which seek to show how we can make sense of morality’s
apparent objectivity without appealing to the sort of objectivity at
play in the sciences. Constructivism is a discontinuity view, insofar
as its claims to morality’s objectivity do not appeal to natural facts,
but rather to moral concerns. In order to best understand
constructivism, then, it’s important to pin down the notion of a
“moral concern,” and we can do so by considering first the work of
John Rawls, the lone representative of constructivism in DGR,
followed by the work of Christine Korsgaard and Sharon Street.

We should first recognize that Rawls’s constructivism is not
metaethical in that it aims only to provide us with a standard of
justice. In other words, it’s best described as a normative view that
identifies a standard which ought to govern the interactions between
individuals within a democratic state. Nevertheless, it possesses the
key features of a constructivist position, and will help to set the stage
for understanding the views of Korsgaard, Street, and, ultimately,
James. Rawls claims that we can arrive at a standard of justice by
considering how a group of hypothetical individuals would reason
together in a hypothetical situation termed “the original position.”
There, the individuals would attempt to agree to a set of principles
for living together under conditions of ignorance.'* The original
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position, then, provides us with the language to articulate the moral
concern from which Rawls’s standard of justice arises: the
individuals in the original position would agree upon a particular
standard of justice because they are concerned with living together
in a way that properly reflects their democratic values. It is in this
sense that the standard is “constructed;” it comes to be as a result of
certain hypothetical individuals deliberating well under certain
conditions. Put another way, it’s tempting to say that the correct
standard just is the one that results from carrying out such a
construction procedure. Hence the common tendency to think that
the most appropriate general description of constructivism must
include some sort of construction procedure.

It’s worth noting, though, as DGR does, that Rawls thinks that
appealing to a construction procedure is not necessary. Thinking in
terms of the original position, he says, is dispensable:

The idea [of thinking about the original position] is simply
to make vivid to ourselves the restrictions that it seems
reasonable to impose on arguments for principles of justice,
and therefore on these principles themselves...I have
emphasized that this original position is purely hypothetical.
It is natural to ask why, if this agreement is never entered
into, we should take any interest in these principles, moral or
otherwise. The answer is that the conditions embodied in the
description of the original position are ones that we do in
fact accept 2...One way to look at the idea of the original
position, therefore, is to see it as an expository device which
sums up the meaning of these conditions and helps us to
extract their consequences.®® (my emphasis)

This opens the door to thinking about constructivism as not
necessarily being about what would follow from some procedure,
but being more generally about what standards follow from certain
sets of commitments. As Street has observed, instead of thinking
about constructivist views as being defined by some procedure, we
might instead adopt a practical standpoint characterization of the
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view, which says that normative facts are entailed by the sets of
values that we hold (sets which constitute what Street calls practical
points of view, or evaluative points of view), along with the non-
normative facts.4

Standards of action, in other words, are entailed by the values we
hold given the non-normative characteristics of the world we live in.
The important point here is that whatever characterization we
choose, we should notice that both involve describing on the one
hand some relevant evaluative points of view, and on the other the
problems faced by individuals occupying those points of view.®
Concerning Rawls’s constructivism, the evaluative point of view in
question is constituted by democratic values, and the moral concern
that arises for those occupying that point of view is the problem of
how to live with one another despite relevant differences. What
emerges, whether as a result of following some procedure or simply
as a matter of entailment, is a standard of justice.

A constructivist view, then, will have the following characteristic
features. First, it will identify some evaluative points of view and
the moral concerns that arise from those points of view. Second, it
will address those concerns by explaining how some normative
standard follows from the identified evaluative points of view. Now,
in addition, we should note that views that accomplish these tasks
can differ in scope. As noted, a view like Rawls’s may be focused
on a very particular region of the normative domain (e.g., the
domain of justice). These views will take the truth of a certain set of
normative claims for granted, and show which standards follow
from those claims (in Rawls’s account, the claims taken for granted
are those that express democratic values). Such a view is
noncommittal about what accounts for the truth of the claims taken
for granted, and so may be compatible with a number of other
metaethical positions. Other constructivist views, which we can call
along with Street thoroughgoing metaethical views, seek to explain
the origin of all normative facts in a constructivist manner. These
views will meet a further condition, which is that they will attempt
to establish that the standards they identify are objective in some
sense. James certainly tries to do just this, but while DGR suggests
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that constructivist views are essentially discontinuity views, we’ll
see that James’s pragmatism paves the way for a constructivism with
a notion of objectivity that is continuous with the sciences. That
said, my argument does not hinge on whether James’s view is a
continuity or discontinuity view. What matters is that he is interested
in accounting for the objectivity of characteristically constructivist
standards of action. To show this, we will first examine the
constructivisms of Korsgaard and Street, since they both seek to be
thoroughgoingly metaethical. We can then compare those views to
the ideas that we find in MPML.

Christine Korsgaard’s constructivism is Kantian, and it’s
grounded in a moral concern that she believes is shared by all
persons. She says that the problem faced by all persons is that they
must determine the proper principles for action, and it’s one that
arises from the evaluative point of view of a being with a will, or, in
other words, the point of view of a being who must act. For
Korsgaard, the relevant standards for action emerge, are
constructed, as a result of deliberating according to principles of
practical reason. These principles are to be understood in a Kantian
manner (i.e., the hypothetical and categorical imperatives), and for
Korsgaard to deliberate according to them is to unify the self, which
allows one to become an agent, or the sort of thing that is capable of
human action.*® Now, for Korsgaard, to unify yourself is to properly
prioritize your values in a way that is sensitive to the various
descriptions under which you value yourself. You may, for instance,
value yourself as a parent, a professor, and a citizen, and you will
need to deliberate with the aim of determining what you ought to do
in each of those capacities, and how those duties can be fulfilled
together (Korsgaard calls such wvalued descriptions practical
identities).” If you deliberate well, Korsgaard claims, then you will
have constructed the standards by which you can be evaluated as a
parent, a professor, a citizen, and so on. But in addition, Korsgaard
thinks that there is a standard that emerges from an identity under
which all persons value themselves as a matter of necessity; the
identity of being a person. To value yourself as a person is to value
yourself as a rational agent, a chooser, and the evidence for the claim
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that you must necessarily value yourself in this way is just the moral
concern that we cited at the beginning of this discussion. As a
person, you must act, you must unify yourself, and so you cannot
help but value yourself as a chooser. Put another way, the very fact
that you do act, that you do choose, that you can 't help it, shows that
you value your rational agency. To deliberate well in one’s capacity
as a rational agent, then, will furnish one with a standard that
Korsgaard calls the moral law, which is an absolute standard; it
applies to all rational agents as such.

Street’s constructivism, on the other hand, is Humean, and we
can use the distinction between absolute and relative standards to
help distinguish it from Korsgaard’s. In short, Street does not think
that the shared problem that Korsgaard identifies is a real one, and
S0 rejects the idea that there is some moral standard that, as a matter
of necessity, applies to all of us. For Street, there is no moral concern
that is shared by all of us because there is no value that all evaluative
points of view necessarily have in common. Rather, Street thinks
that there is a plurality of standards that are to be understood relative
to this or that particular evaluative point of view, and the extent to
which value-sets overlap is a purely contingent matter. That said,
Street does recognize an obvious feature that all evaluative points of
view do necessarily have in common, and that is that they are all
constituted by some set of values or other. Thus, Street turns her
attention to understanding exactly what it means for a person to
value something, and what standards follow from those values, the
judgments the person makes about them, and the non-normative
facts. Here is a formal statement of her view:

According to metaethical constructivism, the fact that X is a
reason to Y for agent A is constituted by the fact that the
judgment that X is a reason to Y (for A) withstands scrutiny
from the standpoint of A’s other judgments about reasons. 8

The moral concern for each of us, then, isn’t that we must act, and

so must find some universal principle for action. Rather, each of us
faces our own unique problem; we must each ensure that our own
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judgments about our own reasons withstand scrutiny from the
standpoint of the rest of our judgments. Thus, put roughly, standards
for action emerge when our values harmonize with one another;
when they are rendered consistent and are prioritized. It’s important
for Street’s view, then, that we can come up with a content-neutral
characterization of the attitude of valuing (i.e., a characterization
that does not assume any substantive claims about values),*® because
to do so would facilitate the entailment of the relevant standards in
the same way that the principles of practical reason would on
Korsgaard’s view. This would further ensure that the standards are
objective in the sense that we could be mistaken about their content;
to have a certain set of values would entail that we ought to do X,
Y, and Z, whether we’re aware of those entailments or not.

Street’s constructivism, then, has all of the necessary features of
a metaethical constructivist position, but in contrast to Korsgaard’s,
it denies the existence of some standard that applies to all of us as a
matter of necessity. Now, if James is a constructivist, then he is a
Humean constructivist, and in order to see why this is so, we can
now move to an examination of the metaethical views expressed in
MPML.

SECTION I11. JAMES’S METAETHICS

It should now be clear that if we are to properly classify James as
a thoroughgoing metaethical constructivist, it must be the case that
his metaethical work seeks to identify some relevant evaluative
points of view and the problems that arise from them, and that the
standards that emerge from addressing those problems are objective
in a manner that does not presuppose mind-independent moral facts.
We can show this by revisiting the framing of MPML, and
examining James’s answers to the questions he takes to be relevant
to developing a moral theory. Those questions are, in order: 1) the
psychological question, 2) the metaphysical question, and 3) the
casuistic question. Question 1 concerns the origin of the subject
matter of ethics, question 2 concerns the meanings of our normative
terms, and question 3 concerns the principle by which we determine
morality’s content. I will attend to the first two questions in this
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section, since they are recognizably metaethical. What we’ll see is
that James’s answers to these questions will invite compelling
comparisons to Humean constructivist views, and, in particular, the
views of Street.

Before addressing the first two questions, however, we
should briefly consider an important way in which James’s
pragmatism draws into question DGR’s categorization of
constructivism as a discontinuity view. James believes that inquiries
in both the scientific and moral domains aim at truth in the same
way, a view he expresses in the opening passage of MPML.:

The main purpose of this paper is to show that there is no
such thing possible as an ethical philosophy dogmatically
made up in advance. We all help to determine the content of
ethical philosophy so far as we contribute to the race’s moral
life. In other words, there can be no final truth in ethics any
more than in physics, until the last man has had his
experience and his say. In the one case as in the other,
however, the hypotheses which we now make while waiting,
and the acts to which they prompt us, are among the

indispensable conditions which determine what that ‘say’
shall be.?

So, while he ultimately puts forward an understanding of morality’s
objectivity that does not appeal to mind-independent facts, it would
be a mistake to say that he believes that this implies that we are to
conceive of objectivity in morality and the sciences in
fundamentally different ways. This continuity between the two
domains is implied by pragmatism’s conception of truth, and in
MPML in particular, we find an echo of that conception that closely
resembles that of another well-known pragmatist, C. S. Peirce.
Following Cheryl Misak (2000), we can understand Peirce’s
conception of truth in the following way: “a true belief is one that
would withstand doubt, were we to inquire as far as we fruitfully
could on the matter.”?! In other words, true beliefs are those which
would never fall into doubt; acting in accordance with them would
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never lead to a recalcitrant experience, thus prompting the need to
revise them. James, then, suggests this picture of truth when he says
above that “there can be no final truth in ethics any more than in
physics, until the last man has had his experience and his say.” Here
is Misak’s own impression of James’s views on truth in MPML:

In [MPML] we find a lucid expression of a more objective
pragmatist theory of truth, even though that is not its primary
topic. James asserts in this essay that “truth supposes a
standard outside of the thinker to which he must conform.”
He offers us a view of truth on which truth is not what works
here and now for an individual thinker. Truth is what works
in the long run for a community of thinkers. It is clear that
James toggled between a radically subjective pragmatism
and a pragmatism of the more objective stripe.??

There are two important questions that arise at this point. The first
has to do with James’s inconsistent views on truth, and how that
inconsistency should affect our reading of MPML. For the purposes
of this paper, I will attribute to James a Peircean conception of truth,
and to be sure, Misak provides us with some strong reasons to think
that this is a fair attribution:

We have seen that James at his most careful was concerned
to characterize truth as something that was of human value,
without making a true belief what this or that human found
valuable at this or that time. He is prone to expressing regret
that he does not always make this clear. He tries to correct
any misunderstanding of his position by arguing that,
contrary to his critics, he holds that what is true is “the
expedient,” but the expedient “in the long run and on the
whole, of course.”? That is, James too wants to argue that
true beliefs are beliefs which survive because they deserve
to survive.?*
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The second question is more general. It asks about how the
pragmatist’s conception of truth might be justified, and the answer
to it will determine whether James’s constructivism is best
understood as a discontinuity view. It’s the pragmatist’s conception
of truth, after all, that implies that knowledge in both the moral and
scientific domains is acquired via the same process of inquiry, and
which accounts for the strong intuition that many have that there are
facts in both domains that are objective in the same sense.?

That said, it would take us too far afield to venture into a general
discussion of truth here, and so we should simply note that whether
James’s view is best understood as a continuity or discontinuity
view depends on a justification of the Peircean conception of truth
introduced above. Luckily, my only goal in this paper is to argue
that James is a constructivist, and this characterization, as we’ll see,
does not hinge on his conception of truth. That said, if the
pragmatist’s conception of truth is correct, then it follows that a
distinctive feature of James’s constructivism is that it aims to makes
sense of morality’s apparent objectivity in a manner that is
continuous with the sciences.

With those brief remarks out of the way, we can move to
discussing James’s metaethics. Bringing back to mind this paper’s
opening quotation, we can observe that James’s central metaethical
concern is with identifying evaluative points of view that the moral
philosopher should draw upon as she develops her theory. Recall,
James takes the subject matter of ethics to be the various ideals
possessed by individuals in the world.?® For James, the moral
philosopher must first and foremost attend to what individuals
actually value, and attempt to incorporate those values into a system
that follows properly from the philosophical impulse; “the purpose
which guides [the moral philosopher] is this ideal of his own, of
getting [the ideals found in the world] into a certain form.”?” There
are, then, two relevant sets of evaluative points of view from the
standpoint of the philosopher: the set of all valuers, and the set
containing herself; a person committed to being guided in her
project only by the philosophical impulse. What we’ll see below is
that all parties are saddled with the problem of prioritizing their own
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particular set of values, which James thinks results in standards that
are objective but relative to each point of view. But in addition, the
philosopher is saddled with the problem of determining some
absolute standard via the identification of some moral concern that
all evaluative points of view have in common. | call the concern that
James identifies the problem of moral motivation, and I discuss it in
Section IV. For now, though, just recognize that James’s starting
point is very similar to Street’s, who says:

The broad intuitive picture driving constructivism may be
summarized this way. Pre-philosophically, we are puzzled
about what value is. What is it that we are investigating when
we think and argue about normative matters? To answer this
question, start with what we do understand. Even if we aren’t
sure what valuing is, we do understand the attitude of
valuing: the world is full of creatures who value things, after
all, and we know the attitude pretty well when we see
it... The subject matter of ethics is the subject matter of what
follows from within the standpoint of creatures who are
already taking this, that, or the other thing to be valuable.?®

As we saw in the previous section, Street’s constructivism takes as
its starting point the notion of valuing, and justifies this starting
point by pointing out that the act of valuing is easily recognized.
Like James, then, Street thinks that the proper metaethical theory
begins by considering what individuals actually value, and so much
of the Humean constructivist project becomes a matter of saying
more about the attitude of valuing. As we move now to discuss
James’s answer to the psychological question, we’ll see that it can
be read as an attempt to say more about what it means to value, and
thus reads as characteristically constructivist.

In addressing the psychological question—the question of how
we come to possess our various ideals—James tells us that ideals
originate in us in two ways. First, there are ideals that arise from an
association with experiences of pleasure and pain, and second, there
are ideals which he calls brain-born, which arise due to “incidental
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complications to our cerebral structure.”?® Concerning the second
variety of ideals, James provides us with some examples—*“the love
of drunkenness. ..bashfulness, the terror of high places, the tendency
to sea-sickness, to faint at the sight of blood, the susceptibility to
musical sounds...the emotion of the comical, the passion for poetry,
for mathematics, for metaphysics”—but the most decisive for him
is the following:

[Consider if] the hypothesis were offered us of a world in
which Messrs. Fourier’s and Bellamy’s and Morris’s utopias
should all be outdone, and millions kept permanently happy
on the one simple condition that a certain lost soul on the far-
off edge of things should lead a life of lonely torture, what
except a specifical and independent sort of emotion can it be
which would make us immediately feel, even though an
impulse arose within us to clutch at the happiness so offered,
how hideous a thing would be its enjoyment when
deliberately accepted as the fruit of such a bargain?*®® (my
emphasis)

James thinks that many of us would recoil at the thought that our
lives, as replete with pleasure as they might be, are sustained by the
suffering of another. If this is the case, James argues, then many of
us must care about more than just pleasure, and so what it means to
value goes beyond associations with pleasure or pain. Now, while
James does not spend time developing a formal characterization of
valuing, we can still note how his argument about the possible
objects of our values compliments the work of constructivists like
Street. That is, if James’s argument is convincing, it sets a condition
of adequacy on a formal characterization of valuing: if one’s formal
characterization only implies that pleasure can be valued (and pain
disvalued), then the characterization is faulty. Indeed, much of
James’s preoccupation with the psychological question is aimed at
demonstrating the existence of brain-born ideals, or those ideals that
have as their objects things other than pleasure, though he says much
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more work needs to be done in order to provide an adequate
demonstration.®! For the purposes of this paper, the key takeaway
here is that James’s interest in the possible objects of our values
displays an interest in understanding the attitude of valuing itself,
which we’ve seen is a core preoccupation of constructivists like
Street.

We can now move on to James’s answer to the metaphysical
question, where we will see manifested a constructivist picture of
relative standards of action much like Street’s. Recall, to provide an
answer to this question is to tell us what our normative terms mean.
The picture James provides is rough, but we can divide it into three
parts: (1) the world building thought experiment, (2) a diagnosis of
the tendency to posit a moral order beyond individual
consciousnesses, and (3) a view of how his metaethical position
affects the development of a normative theory. The world building
thought experiment is the vehicle for the development of the latter
two, so let’s start there.

In each stage of the world building thought experiment, we are
asked to consider a stipulated state of the world and then ask, “What
is morality’s status in such a world, and given that status, what can
we infer about its content?” In the first stage, the world contains no
conscious life, in the second stage there exists just one person, in the
third only two persons, and finally we are to consider the world as
we find it now, as being actually populated by a multitude of
persons. In the first stage of the experiment, James reminds us again
that the philosophical impulse ought to be the only ideal at play in
the philosopher’s construction of her theory and, to begin to address
(2), claims that a common tendency in theorizing, which we might
call an “objectifying tendency,” is explained by intruding impulses.
He says:

Imagine an absolutely material world, containing only
physical and chemical facts, and existing from eternity
without a God, without even an interested spectator: would
there be any sense in saying of that world that one of its states
is better than another? Or if there were two such worlds
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possible, would there be any rhyme or reason in calling one
good and the other bad,—good or bad positively, | mean, and
apart from the fact that one might relate itself better than the
other to the philosopher’s private interests? But we must
leave these private interests out of the account, for the
philosopher is a mental fact, and we are asking whether good
and evils and obligations exist in physical fact per se. Surely
there is no status for good and evil to exist in, in a purely
insentient world.*? (my emphasis)

And later, when James is discussing philosophical work on the
meaning of “obligation:”

In our first essays at answering this question, there is an
inevitable tendency to slip into an assumption which
ordinary men follow when they are disputing with one
another about questions of good and bad. They imagine an
abstract moral order in which the objective truth resides; and
each tries to prove that this pre-existing order is more
accurately reflected in his own ideas than in those of his
adversary.>

That James rejects the existence of mind-independent moral facts
is clear, but what’s interesting about these passages is that together
they suggest that a tendency to adopt a belief in such facts is
explained by the non-philosophical impulses of the philosopher.
When James speaks of disputes among “ordinary men,” we can
presume that he’s talking about those not interested in theory
building, or those who will naturally approach moral disputes with
a full set of ideals in hand. If we interpret James’s remarks about the
first stage of his thought experiment in light of his remarks about
such disputes, then it appears that James believes philosophers have
mistakenly approached their project in the same way, the result
being theories that identify our obligations as being rooted in some
pre-existing moral order. This, I think, is why he reiterates the
importance of keeping our private interests out of our consideration
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of a purely material world. Put in terms of the philosopher’s
characteristic passions, we can say that a common mistake of the
philosopher is allowing a cherished value to serve as a principle of
simplification, by imagining it is in some way present in the world
prior to individual consciousnesses.

In the next stage of James’s thought experiment, we get the
foundations of his view concerning (3), the connection between
metaethics and normative theory. In this stage, we are to imagine
one person existing in the world, and James says that in such a world
“Imoral] relations now have their status, in that being’s
consciousness.”® In such a world, then, the philosopher’s project is
possible; there now exist ideals with which a philosopher can
produce a system. However, James also makes it clear that in this
world (which he calls “the moral solitude”), the proper system is that
which the lone person would arrange himself. He says that the
thinker would confront the problem of his various ideals not all
being satisfiable at once, and so would have to make decisions
concerning which ought to be prioritized over others, claiming that,
“Into whatever equilibrium he may settle...and however he may
straighten out his system, it will be a right system; for beyond the
facts of his own subjectivity there is nothing moral in the world.”%
Here, then, we see two important thoughts that culminate in James’s
view about the connection between metaethical and normative
theory. The first is a product of the framing of MPML,; it says that
the moral philosopher will have her passion to simplify checked by
the particular, actually existing ideals in the world. This in effect
satisfies a passion for distinguishing, and is a denial of the idea that
the philosopher’s moral system can be determined by some a priori
principle.3” Thus, and this is the second thought, James suggests that
the philosopher’s normative theory is constrained by her metaethical
commitments. Those commitments say that morality has its status
in the consciousnesses of individuals, and so the second stage of his
thought experiment shows that this recognition of morality’s status
entails a recognition of the authority of the lone thinker to determine
morality’s content independent of some a priori principle.
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Now, the picture becomes more complex when additional
thinkers are added to the world. In the third stage of the experiment,
we are to imagine two thinkers who are able to live out their lives
indifferent to each other’s ideals and actions. While this setup allows
each to prioritize their ideals as they see fit, the philosopher’s task
1s made more complicated. If it’s the case that each individual has
equal authority in moral matters, then how can the philosopher
determine which system is the right one? The issue is further
complicated when we move to the next stage and consider the world
as it is now, replete with a multitude of thinkers. In such a world, we
must determine whether or not it’s possible for the philosopher to
achieve her goal, and the remainder of MPML is devoted to
answering this question. But before discussing that possibility, let’s
now discuss in detail how James’s remarks throughout the world-
building thought experiment are characteristically constructivist.

First, we should notice that James’s examination of the moral
solitude involves the identification of a problem that arises from the
lone thinker’s evaluative point of view. That problem, recall, is the
problem of prioritizing one’s ideals, and James explains that the
result of solving that problem will be a standard that will govern the
lone thinker’s actions, and constitute the moral system that the
philosopher desires. Further, James suggests in the next stages that
we will all be faced with this problem (though it will be unique to
each of us insofar as the challenges it presents are determined
relative to our own sets of values), by virtue of the fact that we
inhabit an evaluative point of view. These problems, recall, are just
the problems identified by Street.

Further, James’s remarks in the world-building thought
experiment firmly establish the idea that if he is a constructivist, then
he is a Humean constructivist. This is evidenced by his
consideration of the world containing the two indifferent agents:

In such a case we have a world with twice as much of the
ethical quality in it as our moral solitude, only it is without
ethical unity. The same object is good or bad there,
according as you measure it by the view which this one or
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that one of the thinkers takes. Nor can you find any possible
ground in such a world for saying that one thinker’s opinion
is more correct than the other’s, or that either has the [truer]
moral sense.*

Kantian constructivists, again, claim that there would be grounds for
deciding between the moral opinions of the two, insofar as the two
share a faculty of practical reason. Korsgaard, recall, claims that
both thinkers should be able to find common ground through their
valuing of their personhood, a value that she thinks is a condition on
the ability to value anything at all.*® Such a value, then, would
provide a standard that would allow us to decide between the value
systems held by each thinker. Since James denies the existence of
such a standard, his constructivism must be Humean.

Now, if James’s constructivism is Humean, then he should be
committed to the existence of a plurality of relative, though
nevertheless in some sense objective, standards that arise from
particular evaluative points of view. It would be useful, then, to have
a clear picture of the sense in which such standards could be both
relative and objective. Street provides the following remarks about
such standards:

But relativize in what way? There are two main possibilities.
One option is to understand the truth of “X is a reason to Y
for agent A” as a function of the normative judgements of the
person judging whether X is a reason to Y for agent A—for
example, my normative judgments if I’'m the one making the
judgement about A’s reasons, your judgments if you’re the
one making the judgement’s about 4 ’s reasons, and so on. A
second option is to understand the truth of “X is a reason to
Y for agent A” as a function of the normative judgments of
the person whose reasons are in question—that is, of A
herself. Metaethical constructivism selects the second route.
The standards of correctness determining what reasons a
person has are understood to be set by that person’s set of
judgments about her reasons.*
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For Street, the truth or falsity of some normative statement will
ultimately be determined by the standards set by a given agent’s web
of normative commitments (or, rather than webs, what I’ve been
referring to as prioritizations of ideals). Now, importantly, insofar
as that web furnishes an agent with standards by which to evaluate
future judgments, there is a clear sense in which there can be
intelligible disagreements about what she ought to do:

[Even] though A’s reasons ultimately depend on what she
takes them to be, all of us—including A herself—can be
mistaken about what those reasons are. This can happen, for
example, if we’re all unaware of some non-normative fact
that, in concert with A’s set of values, implies that there is
reason for A to do Y—for instance, to look under the
refrigerator for her keys (since unbeknownst to us all, they’re
there), or to give up trying to be a writer (since unbeknownst
to us all, it will bring her nothing but ill health and misery).**

And so, despite having their source in the agent herself, the
standards of evaluation derived from her values are nevertheless
objective, not in the sense that they are “out there” in the world, but
in the sense that insofar as an agent’s set of values entails what she
ought to pursue, those entailments could, in principle, be understood
by others and not the agent, the agent but not others, or by all
parties.*? Metaethically, then, what James suggests over the course
of the world-building thought experiment seems to harmonize well
with this constructivist picture of relative, but nevertheless
objective, standards. To see this, let’s introduce some additional
remarks that James makes about the moral solitude:

In such a universe as that it would of course be absurd to
raise the question of whether the solitary thinker’s
judgements of good and ill are true or not. Truth supposes a
standard outside of the thinker to which he must conform;
but here the thinker is a sort of divinity, subject to no higher

WILLIAM JAMES STUDIES Vol. 19 « No 1 « Spring 2024



JUSTIN IVORY 27

judge...In such a moral solitude it is clear that there can be
no outward obligation, and that the only trouble the god-like
thinker is liable to have will be over the consistency of his
own several ideals with one another. Some of these will no
doubt be more pungent and appealing than the rest, their
goodness will have a profounder, more penetrating taste;
they will return to haunt him with more obstinate regrets if
violated.*®

Compare this to the following remarks by Street, concerning a world
with just two valuers:

One day, let’s suppose, the first two valuing creatures ever
were born—remarkably, as it happened, in a fairly
sophisticated form. Until that moment, nothing had ever
consciously valued anything...As it so happened, the first
valued its own survival and nothing else, whereas the second
valued its own destruction and nothing else. The first
creature, whenever it saw that something would promote its
own survival, enthusiastically sought to do it, feeling elation
whenever it succeeded and anxiety whenever it didn z...In
an exactly parallel way, the second creature, whenever it saw
that something would promote its own destruction,
enthusiastically sought to do it, feeling elation whenever it
succeeded and anxiety whenever it didn’t.. Now for the
intuitive thought behind metaethical constructivism: When
the first creature judged that its own survival was good, and
the second creature judged that its own survival was bad, the
first was not recognizing some normative truth that the
second was somehow missing...The constructivist intuition
about this thought experiment is these two creatures’
normative judgments—about the goodness and badness of
their own survival, respectively—were neither true nor
false. There were instead mere instances of valuing, born of
chance alone, not properly called correct or incorrect. No
independent standards existed (nor do any exist now) to give
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any sense to the notion of truth or falsity when it comes to
these two creatures’ values; their normative judgements
merely popped into existence in a universe which until that
moment had been utterly devoid of standards.** (my
emphasis)

Street’s thought experiment begins with two thinkers, but what she
says about each individual is remarkably similar to James’s remarks
about the lone thinker, remarks which certainly also apply to the
agents in James’s two-person world. Among the similarities
between James and Street are their conceptions of what it’s like to
get or fail to obtain the objects of one’s values (there being “a
profounder, more penetrating taste” to one’s most cherished goods
when obtained, or “feeling elation” upon obtaining such goods;
there being “obstinate regrets” or anxiety when failing to obtain such
goods) and their judgment that normative claims in the situations
that they consider don’t have truth values due to the absence of some
independent standard.*® They differ, however, in this latter judgment
insofar as the lack of a truth value for Street depends on the agents’
possessing only one value. This is because, for Street, there isn’t yet
a standard internal to the agents; there are no other non-instrumental
values that can serve as a basis for evaluation. As soon as she starts
imaging a third sort of creature with two values, talk of truth and
falsity begins to make sense:

[This creature], let us suppose, valued two things non-
instrumentally: its own survival and the survival of its
offspring. So take this creature’s judgment that “My survival
is valuable.” The constructivist intuition is that with this
third creature, talk of truth and falsity with respect to this
judgement at least starts to get a foothold, because now a
further standard is in place to determine correctness—in
particular, in this case, the standard set by its own other non-
instrumental value. If, for example, the third creature’s
offspring depend on it for sustenance, then its survival is
necessary for theirs, and in this sense the third creature is
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correct (as judged from the standpoint of its judgement that
its offspring’s survival is valuable) to judge that its own
survival is valuable.*®

James’s lone thinker clearly is a creature like the third considered
by Street, and given that their intuitions about such cases are similar
on the whole, it does not seem unwarranted to assume that James
would accept a correction from Street along the following lines:
James is right to think that absent any standard at all it makes little
sense to think of normative claims as being true or false, but as soon
as we have creatures with several non-instrumental values, it’s clear
that even though an independent standard still fails to obtain, there
are nevertheless internal standards set by those creatures’ values.
The standards are relative, sure, but they are still objective in the
sense that we can intelligibly disagree about what they require.

James, indeed, does not seem to use the term “objective” in the
sense above. He says, for instance, that in a world with the multitude
of thinkers that “no one ‘objective’ truth, but only a multitude of
‘subjective’ opinions, can be found.”*’ Even so, his use of this
terminology in this way should not preclude his acceptance of the
constructivist commitment that we’ve been discussing. After all,
when he does appeal to objectivity, he speaks of it as coming to be
when some standard is realized from the evaluative point of view of
some thinker that has the authority to determine which ideals ought,
full stop, to be prioritized: “If one ideal judgment be objectively
better than another, that betterness must be made flesh by being
lodged concretely in some one’s actual perception.”*® Here, then, is
an acknowledgment of an objective standard arising from an
evaluative standpoint, though the standard is also necessarily
absolute. This is certainly one way to understand James’s
conception of objectivity. Henry Jackman, for instance, reads James
as endorsing a conception of objectivity that implies absoluteness.
On the moral solitude, Jackman says:

For the moral solitude, then, values can be understood as
objective in terms of their being part of the optimal set that
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comes from bringing all of their demands into equilibrium.
The question becomes, then, how this model of the solitary
demander can be made to apply more broadly. In particular,
it is hard to see how this simple account of objectivity can
be preserved when we move from the moral solitude to a
situation with multiple demanders.*

A constructivist reading of James will deny that he is committed
to such a simple account of objectivity, and instead claims that 1)
relative to each individual’s evaluative point of view, James will
acknowledge corresponding objective standards that arise as a result
of prioritizing the values constitutive of those points of view, and
that 2) concerning the moral philosopher’s own evaluative point of
view, the only standard that can satisfy the philosophical impulse is
one that, while still internal to some thinker, is absolutely objective
(which is to say, as we’ll see below, objective in the sense that it
applies to everyone regardless of the particular values they hold).
Such a reading of James is powerful because it is not only consistent
across the stages of his world-building thought experiment (i.e., we
don’t lose objectivity as more thinkers are added, but rather, to use
James’s own words, we merely lose “ethical unity”), it also helps us
to make sense of the jarring shift to talk of the divine at the end of
the paper.>® That is, James thinks the only way in which we can
arrive at an absolute standard is if it arises as a solution to some
shared moral problem, and, as I’ll show, James thinks that positing
a divine thinker is part of that problem’s solution. Let’s turn now to
that portion of MPML.

SECTION 1IV. ON THE POSSIBILITY OF THE
PHILOSOPHER’S PROJECT IN A DIVERSE WORLD

As we’ve seen, the satisfaction of the philosophical impulse requires
an absolute moral standard. James does locate such a standard in the
final pages of MPML, but the manner in which he does so is
puzzling. In this section, |1 show how a constructivist reading of
James, along with the framing of MPML, renders James’s remarks
on the subject much less puzzling. In short, he arrives at his standard
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by suggesting that it’s a solution to a problem that arises from every
evaluative point of view. That problem is the problem of moral
motivation, and it arises as part of what it means to value anything
at all; from a recognition that in order to see one’s values realized,
they must be conceived of in a way that sustains a motivation to act.

James’s remarks concerning the possibility of satisfying the
philosophical impulse come in his answer to the casuistic question.
To understand these remarks, first recall that when considering the
moral solitude, the philosophical impulse commits the philosopher
to acknowledging the authority of the lone thinker’s system of
ideals. That is, in the moral solitude the philosopher’s work would
be finished—an absolute standard would be manifested—once the
lone thinker had her ideals sorted. To put this in terms that will be
useful as we move to discuss more heavily populated worlds, a
system is decided in the moral solitude when the lone thinker has
determined the prioritization of her demands. The notion of
“demand” is an important one for James, since insofar as our
normative terms take their meaning from the consciousnesses of
individuals, we are to understand our obligations as being
determined by what is actually demanded of us by others.>! In a
world filled with thinkers the problem for the philosopher can be
clearly stated: how do we choose between conflicting prioritizations
of demands?

James’s answer is, broadly speaking, utilitarian. Ideally, the
world would be able to meet every demand in a way that rules out
any possibility of conflict (which, as James notes, would be quite a
fantastic world), but without such a world the next best option is
clear. Concerning the potential impossibly of the philosopher’s
project, James says:

But do we not already see a perfectly definite path of escape
which is open to him just because he is a philosopher, and
not the champion of one particular ideal? Since everything
which is demanded is by that fact a good, must not the
guiding principle for ethical philosopher (since all demands
conjointly cannot be satisfied in this poor world) be simply
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to satisfy at all times as many demands as we can? That act
must be the best act, accordingly, which makes for the best
whole, in the sense of awakening the least sum of
dissatisfactions.>

Notice first that this principle of inclusivity is presented, yet again,
as an implication of the philosophical impulse. James’s suggestion
is that any other solution would be a reflection of the philosopher’s
non-philosophical ideals,> and it is a unifying feature of ideals that
can satisfy the passion to simplify. Further, and in harmony with the
view that actual persons carry the authority to determine the proper
moral system, James claims that the only way to determine the
system most inclusive of demands is to look to the ideals that are
actually conventionally prioritized. The advice here is based on the
empirical claim that the course of social history has trended toward
more inclusive ideals, along with the claim that the inclusivity of a
given ideal can only be determined via experience.>* Remember, for
James, the true moral system will be the one which actually obtains,
and so the philosopher must await the results of the world’s moral
experiments:

So far then, and up to date, the casuistic scale in made for
the philosopher already far better than he can ever make it
for himself. An experiment of the most searching kind has
proved that the laws and usages of the land are what yield
the maximum of satisfaction to the thinkers taken all
together. The presumption in cases of conflict must always
be in favor of the conventionally recognized good. The
philosopher must be a conservative, and in the construction
of his casuistic scale must put the things most in accordance
with the customs of the community on top. And yet if he be
a true philosopher he must see that there is nothing final in
any actually given equilibrium of human ideals, but that, as
our present laws and customs have fought and conquered
other past ones, so they will in their turn be overthrown by
any newly discovered order which will hush up the
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complaints that they still give rise to, without producing
others still.*®

What | hope to have clarified at this point is that for James the
satisfaction of the philosopher’s aim lies largely in the hands of her
fellows. It follows then that the philosopher ought to be interested
in anything that may speed up or hinder the process, and this is
where James’s recognition of a shared moral concern enters the
picture.

In the above quotation, James remarks that the moral philosopher
will remember that there is nothing final about any given
conventionally prioritized set of demands. He clarifies this point
about finality in the final section of MPML when he says, “The chief
of all reasons why concrete ethics cannot be final is that they have
to wait on metaphysical and theological beliefs.”*® The reason why
requires an understanding of the distinction between what James
calls the “easy-going” and “strenuous” moods, moods that render us
more or less capable of responding to what James takes to be an
intrinsic feature of our most cherished ideals. He says:

| said some time back that real ethical relations existed in a
purely human world. They would exist even in what we
called a moral solitude if the thinker had various ideals
which took hold of him in turn. His self one day would make
demands on his self of another; and some of the demands
might be urgent and tyrannical, while others were gentle and
easily put aside. We call the tyrannical demands imperatives.
If we ignore these we do not hear the last of it. The good
which we have wounded returns to plague us with
interminable  crops  of  consequential  damages,
compunctions, and regrets. Obligation can thus exist inside
a single thinker’s consciousness; and perfect peace can
abide with him only so far as he lives according to some sort
of a casuistic scale which keeps his most imperative ideals
on top. It is the nature of these goods to be cruel to their
rivals. Nothing shall avail when weighed in the balance
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against them. They call out all the mercilessness in our
disposition, and do not easily forgive us if we are so soft-
hearted as to shrink from sacrifice in their behalf. The
deepest difference, practically, in the moral life of man is the
difference between the easy-going and the strenuous mood.
When in the easy-going mood the shrinking from present ill
is our ruling consideration. The strenuous mood, on the
contrary, makes us quite indifferent to present ill, if only the
greater ideal be attained.>” (my emphasis)

There are two important claims to examine in this passage. The first
is that as valuing creatures, when we are motivated to act, we will
notice that our values vary in strength, and that the strongest among
them (what James calls imperatives) will plague us with regret if
they go unsatisfied. This intrinsic feature of our strongest desires,
then, is what presents each valuer with their own unique problem:
in order to avoid the pain that follows from leaving their most
cherished ideals unsatisfied, each must actually live according to a
prioritization of demands that puts those ideals on top. The second
claim has to do with the conditions required for experiencing the
motivation that gives rise to the problem of prioritization. James
seems to suggest that in order for that problem to arise, and so be
solved, one must maintain motivation to live by their ideals. In other
words, we all face the problem of maintaining the strenuous mood:

The capacity for the strenuous mood probably lies
slumbering in every man, but it has more difficulty in some
than in others in waking up. It needs the wilder passions to
arouse it, the big fears, loves, and indignations; or else the
deeply penetrating appeal of some one of the higher
fidelities, like justice, truth, or freedom. Strong relief is a
necessity of its vision; and a world where all the mountains
are brought down and all the valleys are exalted is no
congenial place for its habitation. This is why in a solitary
thinker this mood might slumber on forever without
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waking. His various ideals, known to him to be mere
preferences of his own, are too nearly of the same
denominational value: he can play fast and loose with them
at will 58

The problem of moral motivation, as I’m calling it, is one that James
thinks arises for all of us, though it’s solved by some more readily
than others. It’s the problem of putting oneself in a state to feel the
force of those ideals that you most cherish, thus allowing their
demands to move you. The solution to this problem, James thinks,
has to do with our perception of our ideals; he suggests above that
the lone thinker may never enter the strenuous mood if he fails to
see his ideals as anything other than mere preferences. If they are
just preferences, then they will all appear to be on a par, and so the
ideals that would otherwise be most cherished fail to motivate. The
solution to the problem, then, is not to conceive of one’s values as
mere preferences, but rather as representing how the world should
be full stop. Since for James an absolute moral standard can only
exist if it is held within the consciousness of some thinker, he
suggests that the strenuous mood is more easily awakened in those
who believe that the standards they abide by are realized in
something beyond the natural world, namely, a god who shares the
ideals they hold most dear.®® The philosopher must wait on
metaethical and theological beliefs, then, because they often involve
elevating ideals that may or may not be the most inclusive. The
ideals backed by the strenuous mood are most likely to prevail, and
so the experiment will most probably be dominated by those who
believe that their ideals are backed by a god.®

However, the philosophical impulse is an ideal like any other,
and so we shouldn’t be surprised by James’s claim that the
philosopher herself posit a divine thinker:

It would seem too,—and this is my final conclusion,—that
the stable and systematic moral universe for which the
ethical philosopher asks is fully possible only in a world
where there is a divine thinker with all-enveloping demands.
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If such a thinker existed, his way of subordinating the
demands to one another would be the finally valid casuistic
scale; his claims would be the most appealing; his ideal
universe would be the most inclusive realizable whole. If he
now exists, then actualized in his thought already must be
that ethical philosophy which we seek as the pattern which
our own must evermore approach. In the interests of our own
ideal of systematically unified moral truth, therefore, we, as
would-be philosophers, must postulate a divine thinker, and
pray for the victory of the religious cause. Meanwhile,
exactly what the thought of the infinite thinker may be is
hidden from us even were we sure of his existence; so that
our postulation of him after all serves only to let loose in us
the strenuous mood.®! (my emphasis)

Like any other person with respect to their own ideals, the
philosopher is most likely to see her own characteristic ideal realized
if she can put herself in the strenuous mood. That ideal, remember,
can only be satisfied by an absolute standard determined by a
principle of inclusivity. She must, then, posit a divine thinker,
presume that the most inclusive prioritization of demands exists in
its consciousness, and have faith that actual prioritizations will
naturally progress to more fully embody that of the divine’s (that
natural progression, presumably, being what James refers to as “the
religious cause”). James’s claim concerning god really just boils
down to this: with god the philosopher is likely to hold out hope that
her ideal will be realized. She will continue to attend to social
progress, have faith that it will trend in the proper direction, and
contribute in the ways that she can. Otherwise, he would say, she
may slip into the easy-going mood, become content with skepticism,
and therefore renounce her characteristic ideal.

Now, before closing this section, there are some important points
to consider concerning the inclusivity of ideals, religious beliefs,
and the relationship between the two. Concerning the inclusivity of
ideals, it’s important to keep in mind that when James talks about
the maximally inclusive standard that exists in god’s mind, he is
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thinking about how inclusive the ideals are with respect to one
another. In other words, he is thinking about inclusivity in terms of
maximizing possible ways of living, rather than maximizing the
number of actual people who would be satisfied by a given
standard.®? This, specifically, should alleviate worries one might
have about the tyranny of the majority. Next, it’s important to note
that when James speaks about religious beliefs, he is remarkably
neutral about their content. Nowhere in MPML does he presuppose
anything more than the existence of a god with a mind and who can
make demands. This, admittedly, is in tension with the natural
thought that one perk of religious outlooks on life is that they can
serve to motivate individuals to act according to more inclusive
ideals. For instance, religious institutions that emphasize the
importance of charitable giving may be able to leverage the
strenuous mood in order to prompt their adherents to give money to
those in need rather than spend it on things they want but don’t
strictly speaking need.

We should remember, however, that religious institutions have
also leveraged the strenuous mood to encourage morally abhorrent
acts, and so James has good reason to consider the role of the
strenuous mood in moral life against the backdrop of a religious
outlook that is quite sparse. This will become even clearer when we
take some time to unpack the importance that James places on
allowing each person to run their own moral experiment, or the idea
that there can be no truth in ethics “until the last man has had his
experience and said his say.”® To begin, consider the following
remarks that James makes about religion in another of his works,
Pragmatism:

Now it would contradict the very spirit of life to say that our
minds must be indifferent and neutral in questions like that
of the world’s salvation. Anyone who pretends to be neutral
writes himself down here as a fool and a sham. We all do
wish to minimize the insecurity of the universe; we are and
ought to be unhappy when we regard it as exposed to every
enemy and open to every life-destroying draft. Nevertheless
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there are unhappy men who think the salvation of the world
impossible. Theirs is the doctrine of pessimism. Optimism
in turn would be the doctrine that thinks the world’s
salvation inevitable. Midway between the two there stands
what may be called the doctrine of meliorism...Meliorism
treats salvation as neither inevitable nor impossible. It treats
it as a possibility, which becomes more and more of a
probability the more numerous the actual conditions of
salvation become.®

The connection between ethical truth and the necessity that we each
be given the opportunity to run our own experiment is an implication
of the meliorism that James expresses above, and to see this, it’s
important to first understand what James means by “salvation.” He
makes it clear that there is no particular religious content built into
the word (““You may interpret the word ‘salvation’ in any way you
like...”) and draws our attention to how the term will be generally
understood from any given evaluative point of view. He says, “Take,
for example, any one of us in this room with the ideals which he
cherishes, and is willing to live and work for. Every such ideal
realized will be one moment in the world’s salvation.”®® To make
further sense of this claim, we can return to the world building
thought experiment.

Consider, first, the world with the lone thinker. If we understand
“salvation” in this world in light of the lone thinker’s prioritized set
of ideals, then we can say that the thinker brings about the world’s
salvation whenever she acts according to the standard she has
reflectively endorsed. In other words, she will “save” the world if
she is capable of bringing her ideals to fruition, and she will fail to
save the world if she does not. The same goes for the world with two
thinkers, and this is the case even though the world is, as James calls
it, a moral dualism. That is, even though each person is capable of
living fully independent of the other, and according to their own
relative standards, the world, it seems, will remain unsaved as long
as some realizable ideals go unrealized. Salvation, in short, depends
on each doing their part. Now, these thoughts also have implications
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for our own world, which is filled with many thinkers whose lives
inevitably bump up against one another. In such a world as our own,
our individual “salvations” cannot all be realized at once, and so the
question arises, how does one save such a world? Well, first note
that if the world could accommodate all of our various standards,
then to save the world would be for all of us to act in accordance
with our own prioritizations of ideals. It would be a world just like
the one with two people, only there would be many more individuals
with their own responsibilities toward the world’s salvation.®® The
next best thing is to create a prevailing standard that can
accommodate as many ways of living as possible. This, recall, is the
standard in the mind of god, whose “ideal universe would be the
most inclusive realizable whole.”®” And since this standard cannot
be known in advance, but only after each is allowed to run their own
experiment, we can now really appreciate why James highlights the
connection between a religious conception of the world and the
strenuous mood independent of any religious content beyond the
existence of a god who can make demands. In short, acquiring the
knowledge that the philosopher desires depends on the ability of
each to run their own moral experiment, and so it’s important for
each person to be able to access the strenuous mood without
necessarily adopting a robustly religious way of life. To make this
clear, consider some additional remarks that James makes in
Pragmatism:

In our world, the wishes of the individual are only one
condition [for their realization]. Other individuals are there
with other wishes and they must be propitiated first. So
Being®® grows under all sorts of resistances in this world of
many, and, from compromise to compromise, only gets
organized gradually into what may be called secondarily
rational shape.®®

The world that has this “secondarily rational shape” is just what

James refers to as the best outcome in a world where not all personal
standards can thrive, i.e., the world we find ourselves in.”® Now, the
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idea is that we can only approach this sort of salvation if everyone
lives according to the ideals they cherish most, so that the relevant
resistances can be felt and the corresponding compromises can be
made. And while robustly religious ways of life (i.e., religious ways
of living that are informed by particular religious institutions with
all of their doctrines) lend legitimate voices to the process, James
thinks that we would be mistaken to think that otherwise secular
ways of living couldn’t take advantage of a rather sparse religious
conception of the world, if for no other reason than to bring about
the strenuous mood.”* Remember, one is more likely to prioritize
and act according to their ideals when in such a mood, and James’s
claim is that those actions fuel the process of conflict and
compromise that can bring about a prevailing standard that better
resembles the maximally inclusive standard the philosopher wishes
to know. In order for the philosopher to realize her characteristic
ideal, in other words, each person (robustly religious or not) must
have their say, and to have one’s say is to sort out one’s ideals and
act according to that sorting. The strenuous mood, then, motivates
individuals (the moral philosopher included) to prioritize and act; it
motivates one to have their say.

Finally, it’s important to note that according to James’s
meliorism, there is no guarantee that each will have their say, and
even if each does, we cannot avoid the tragic consequence that some
ideals will not be accommodated by the standard that the moral
philosopher wishes to know.”? It follows, then, that there is no
guarantee the philosopher will ever gain the knowledge that she
desires. She, like everyone else, must rely on others to do their part:

What we were discussing was the idea of a world growing
not integrally but piecemeal by the contributions of its
several parts. Take the hypothesis seriously and as a live one.
Suppose that the world’s author put the case to you before
creation, saying: “I am going to make a world not certain to
be saved, a world the perfection of which shall be
conditional merely, the condition being that each several
agent does its own ‘level best.” I offer you the chance of
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taking part in such a world. Its safety, you see, is
unwarranted. It is a real adventure, with real danger, yet it
may win through. It is a social scheme of co-operative work
genuinely to be done. Will you join the procession? Will you
trust yourself and trust the other agents enough to face the
risk?”"

And so we can state concisely why James thinks the philosopher
should posit a god. Besides providing a mind in which a maximally
inclusive standard can reside, the philosopher should see that the
satisfaction of her ideal depends on the acts of others, and the
strenuous mood effectively drives those actions. She must, then,
take seriously any reliable cultivator of that mood (i.e., god), not just
because it brings about the mood about in her fellows, but also
because it can motivate her to maintain the trust she must have in
them. Her project, James thinks, depends on it.

One may still feel puzzled by James’s proposals here, but I hope
that now this isn’t because it’s difficult to see where they come from.
They are explained by his constructivist intuitions: standards of
action must have their source in evaluative points of view, and such
standards are understood as solutions to problems that arise from
those points of view. As James sees it, from the standpoint of the
moral philosopher, there are two sets of evaluative points of view to
consider. There is the set of individuals who seek to develop
standards that govern their own particular points of view, and there
is her own philosophical point of view, guided only by the
philosophical impulse, which seeks a standard that is absolute. As a
constructivist, James thinks that if there is such an absolute standard,
it must 1) be derived from an actual evaluative point of view (in
particular, the point of view of god) and 2) amount to a solution to
some shared moral concern. The shared moral concern that James
identifies is the problem of moral motivation, and its solution is a
standard that exists within the consciousness of some god. For each
individual who believes in some god, they will conceive of that god
as sharing their most cherished ideals, thus conceiving of their own
prioritization of demands as an absolute standard that can effectively
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motivate them to act. For the philosopher, however, the standard
realized in god’s consciousness will be determined by the principle
of inclusivity, since James claims that it’s the only principle that the
philosopher can appeal to if she hopes to remain completely
impartial (impartiality, recall, being a requirement of the
philosophical impulse). The upshot of believing in a god for the
philosopher is that she will stay motivated to attend to and help move
along moral progress, since the standard she seeks to know can only
be known at the end of moral inquiry; she must have faith that
conventionally recognized standards will continue to become more
inclusive. If James’s assessment of the situation is right, then
presumably he believes that the philosopher’s turn to faith is
epistemically justified; the philosophical impulse is one of her most
cherished ideals, and the hypothesis that moral progress will
continue toward the most inclusive standard seems from that point
of view to be one that she can choose to believe on affective
grounds.”

SECTION V. CONCLUSION

In conclusion, | have argued that we understand MPML in light of
James’s views concerning the moral philosopher’s characteristic
impulse. The moral philosopher is characterized by an impulse to
systematize, and James thinks that she should go about her project
aware of this impulse and the limits it places on her ability to provide
solutions that aim at an understanding of the world. An implication
of this self-aware approach to moral theory, James thinks, is the
adoption of a metaethical picture that is recognizably constructivist.
That is, he thinks if the philosopher takes her ideal seriously, then
she will focus on identifying relevant evaluative points of view, the
problems that arise from them, and attempt to show how some
objective standards emerge as solutions to those problems. In
addition, I’ve argued that James’s constructivist intuitions, along
with the framing of MPML, help us make sense of James’s puzzling
shift to talk of the divine at the end of MPML. James identifies a
moral concern that we all share, which | call the problem of moral
motivation, and the philosopher’s solution to that problem is to posit
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a god who holds in their consciousness a maximally inclusive moral
standard. This is because a belief in a god awakens in individuals
what James calls the “strenuous mood,” or a state in which one is
motivated to live by their ideals. It follows from this, first, that the
progress toward the true moral system will depend on the ideals
backed by such a mood (because James thinks that they are more
likely to prevail), and second, that the philosopher herself will be
aided in the satisfaction of her own ideal by the strenuous mood. The
philosopher, further, must have faith that the conventionally
recognized ideals will progress toward manifesting the standard held
in god’s consciousness, since the standard she seeks can only be
known at the end of moral inquiry, and moral inquiry is a shared
endeavor.

In closing, we should briefly consider whether or not James’s
particular brand of constructivism has any advantages over
compelling alternatives. For now, primarily for the sake of space, I
will set aside Kantian accounts, and compare James’s views only
with Street’s position, since it is well-recognized Humean account.
In the work we’ve examined by Street thus far, she focuses on
explaining how relative standards arise from within particular
evaluative points of view, and I’ve tried to argue that James should
more or less be on board with her picture. The only real significant
point of comparison, then, would come through an examination of
what each thinker takes to be the shared moral concern from which
an absolutely objective standard might arise. Luckily, in later work,
Street does suggest a problem that is faced by every valuer, which
she calls the problem of attachment and loss. Here’s her description
of the problem:

[The] problem that is necessarily built into the standpoint of
any valuer is the problem of a gap, or the potential for a gap,
between the world as it as a matter of fact is and the world
as the valuer thinks it would be good or desirable for the
world to be...the intuitive idea being that to be a valuer is,
among other things, to be a being who is attached to the
world’s being one way rather than another. To be valuer, in
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other words, is to be a being from whom there is always at
least a potential divergence between how things are and how
one values their being, such that one is subject to loss, or at
least the ever-present threat of loss.”

An important feature of this problem is that Street expects it will
give rise to a purely secular standard, which she calls “The Holy
Grail” of secular metaethics.”® The holy grail, in other words, would
be a standard that can vindicate the strong pre-theoretical intuition
many have that morality is both absolute and objective without
carrying the metaphysical baggage associated with other standards
that effectively satisfy the intuition—namely, standards backed by a
supernatural entity, or by non-natural moral properties. This is in
stark contrast to James, who suggests that the only solution to the
problem that he identifies involves positing a god. The difference
between them, then, can be concisely stated in the following way:
James believes that if the philosopher wants an absolutely objective
standard, she can only get it through belief in a god.

I can’t hope to adequately adjudicate between the problems
presented by James and Street in the space remaining, but there are
a few things worth pointing out. The first is that the problem of
motivation seems to be prior to the problem of attachment and loss.
That is, if James is right, then it seems as though the problem of
attachment and loss cannot arise for a person unless she first finds
herself in the mood to live by her ideals. Really seeing, and later
attempting to bridge, the gap that Street recognizes requires that an
agent be properly motivated; she must be sensitive to the demands
of her most cherished ideals so that they may move her to bring
about the world that she values. The second is to question whether
Street’s proposed problem can yield the sort of solution she hopes
for. The solution she suggests, albeit only briefly, is grounded in the
religious tradition of Buddhism, and she hopes that the insights she
takes from that tradition can be given a secular analytic expression.
Those insights include the idea of a “maximally thin, universal point
of view” that any one of us can occupy under the proper
conditions.”’ Street suggests that the problem of attachment and loss
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is solved by taking up this point of view because it’s a problem that
cannot coherently arise from that point of view. That is, to take up
that point of view is to detach oneself from one’s particular ideals
by recognizing the inherent similarities between oneself and all
other valuers: “This point of view sees itself everywhere and is
necessarily compassionate with the lived experience of every
being.”’® To detach oneself in this way is to no longer be concerned
with loss.

Whether these insights can truly be given a secular expression
remains to be seen, and Street is clear that these are only preliminary
thoughts. What’s worth highlighting, however, is that her solution
seems to be sensitive to the philosophical impulse’s requirements of
impartiality and inclusivity. That both James and Street offer
solutions to their proposed problems that embody these
commitments—and that they do so by drawing inspiration from
religious traditions—is notable, since if James’s problem is truly
prior to Street’s, and his proposed solution is compelling, then the
scales seem tipped toward his brand of constructivism. But again,
my goal in this paper has not been to vindicate James’S views.
Rather, what | have done is make a case for a constructivist reading
of James, and if I'm right, then his view will inherit many of the
benefits and drawbacks of constructivist positions in general. The
full project of determining whether his particular brand of
constructivism is compelling (both in comparison to other
constructivisms, and to other metaethical views) is a task for another

paper.
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10 See Rawls’s A Theory of Justice, Korsgaard’s The Sources of
Normativity and Self-Constitution, and Street’s “Constructivism
about Reasons,” “What is Constructivism in Ethics and
Metaethics?”” and “Constructivism in Ethics and the Problem of
Attachment and Loss.” Encyclopedia entries are also helpful (e.g.,
Bagnoli’s “Constructivism in Metaethics™), but I’ve found that
they often fail to explore many of the important details to be found
in the above sources. In particular, secondary sources usually fail
to place enough emphasis on how constructivists couch their views
in accounts of other kinds. Korsgaard’s constructivism, for
instance, arises out of an account of what makes some event a
human action (i.e., what’s constitutive of willing), and Street’s is
grounded in an account of what is constitutive of judging, or taking
something to be a reason. | also avoid directly saying much about
these grounding accounts, but this is because my goal isn’t to work
out the finer details of constructivist views; it’s to show that
several prominent features of constructivist accounts appear in
MPML.

11 «“Among the essential features of this situation is that no one
knows his place in society, his class position or social status, nor
does any one know his fortune in the distribution of natural assets
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and abilities, his intelligence, strength, and the like. I shall even
assume that the parties do not know their conceptions of the good
or their special psychological propensities. The principles of
justice are chosen behind a veil of ignorance.” See Rawls, A
Theory of Justice, 11.

12 This, to be sure, is a controversial claim. But still, it’s important
because it shows us that even for Rawls, constructivism seems to
be more about what follows from our actual commitments, and not
necessarily what results from carrying out a certain procedure.

13 Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 16-19.

14 Street, “What Is Constructivism in Ethics and Metaethics?;
“Constructivism in Ethics and the Problem of Attachment and
Loss.”

15 Street, “Constructivism in Ethics and the Problem of Attachment
and Loss.”

16 Again, Korsgaard’s view is ultimately grounded in an account of
what makes some event a human action.

17 From Korsgaard’s Self-Constitution, 21. “Such identities are the
sources of our reasons, but of course the idea is not just that we
decide which ones we want and conform to them. We have many
particular practical identities and so we also face the task of uniting
them into a coherent whole.”

18 Street, “Constructivism about Reasons,” 223.

19 To use Street’s terminology, the characterization must be
“purely formal.”

20 James, The Will to Believe, 141.

21 peirce, CP 6, 485.

22 Misak, The American Pragmatists, 71.

23 James, The Meaning of Truth, 4.

24 Misak, The American Pragmatists, 100.

2% Here is Misak in Truth, Morality, and Politics on the
relationship between truth, morality, and the sciences: “If you like,
the task before us is to say how objectivity and subjectivity can
both be characteristic of our judgments. We are pulled to think that
there is truth and objectivity, even if what is objectively true—
belief—is a product of our deliberation and investigation. Thus, on
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the meta-ethical view of pragmatism, the semantic issue of whether
ethical discourse is truth-apt becomes an epistemological issue
about whether we can have knowledge in ethics. The question to
be answered is whether our ethical beliefs have the same sorts of
legitimate aspirations as our beliefs in science, mathematics, and
discourse about ordinary, middle-sized objects” (50). Misak goes
on to argue how a pragmatic conception of truth accomplishes this
task.

26 We can understand ideals generally as attitudes with a world-to-
mind direction of fit. That is, ideals, like values or desires, are
attitudes that are satisfied (i.e., fulfilled) when the world fits them.
My desire for coffee, for instance, is satisfied when the world
conforms to it; when the world is such that | have coffee. Thisis in
contrast to belief, which is a sort of attitude that is satisfied (i.e.,
true) when it conforms to the world. See Jackman, “William James
on Moral Philosophy and its Regulative Ideals,” 4. | will often use
the terms “ideal” and “value” interchangeably.

2 James, The Will to Believe, 142.

28 Street, “What is Constructivism in Ethics and Metaethics?” 366-
367.

2% James, The Will to Believe, 143.

%0 James, The Will to Believe, 144.

31 He mentions this both in MPML, 144, and in The Principles of
Psychology, 1267-1268.

%2 James, The Will to Believe, 145.

33 James, The Will to Believe, 148.

341 think it’s worth drawing attention to the similarities between
James’s remarks on this tendency, and the Rawlsian observation
that in political debates it is counterproductive to adopt standards
of objectivity that suppose mind-independent moral truths. Both
James and Rawls believe that we must avoid such standards for
practical reasons, though on the face of it those reasons differ. For
Rawls, the need to avoid delving into a mind-independent moral
order has do with the structure of modern democratic societies; that
iS, given their structure, the surest way forward to agreement on
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principles of justice in a democratic society avoids taking a stand
on “deep” philosophical questions:

To secure this agreement, we try, so far as we can, to avoid
disputed philosophical, as well as disputed moral and
religious, questions. We do this not because these questions
are unimportant or regarded with indifference, but because
we think them too important and recognize that there is no
way to resolve them politically. The only alternative to a
principle of toleration is the autocratic use of state power.
Thus, justice as fairness deliberately stays on the surface,
philosophically speaking. (Rawls, “Justice as Fairness:
Political not Metaphysical,” 230)

James also thinks that we should avoid talk of a mind-independent
moral order for practical reasons, but these reasons are connected
to the philosopher’s desire for a moral system. Thus, one way to
conceive of the relationship between James and Rawls has to do
with the scope of constructivist solutions to moral problems. Rawls
is careful to limit the scope of his constructivism to political
questions, while James, if we can consider him a constructivist, is
aiming at a broader sort of constructivism. (Street suggests we call
a constructivism like Rawls’s restricted, insofar as his view is
limited to establishing principles of justice in a manner that
assumes certain normative commitments. James, on the other hand,
seems to address a practical problem that can lead to what Street
calls a thoroughgoing, or metaethical constructivism. See Street,
“What is Constructivism in Ethics and Metaethics?”, 367-369).
There’s much more to say about this, but for now it suffices to
point out that we see in James a call for the same sort of
metaphysical modesty that we observe in Rawls, a well-known
constructivist. Both are concerned with a practical problem, and
both believe that supposing a form of robust realism prevents us
from effectivity solving it.

% James, The Will to Believe, 145-146.

% James, The Will to Believe, 146.
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37 This is further reinforced by remarks that pop up in James’s
answer to the casuistic question, where he says, “The various
ideals [to be found in the world] have no common character apart
from the fact that they are ideals. No single abstract principle can
be so used as to yield to the philosopher anything like a
scientifically accurate and genuinely useful casuistic scale” (The
Will to Believe, 153).

38 James, The Will to Believe, 146.

39 Korsgaard, The Sources of Normativity.

40 Street, “Constructivism about Reasons,” 224.

41 Street, “Constructivism about Reasons,” 224-225.

42 Street has a lot to say about how some of our normative
judgments set standards for other normative judgments; in
particular, about how to determine which judgments should be
evaluated and which should ground those evaluations.

43 James, The Will to Believe, 146.

4 Street, “Constructivism about Reasons,” 221-222.

45 James, The Will to Believe, 146; Street, “Constructivism about
Reasons,” 221-222.

46 Street, “Constructivism about Reasons,” 223.

47 James, The Will to Believe, 147.

48 James, The Will to Believe, 147.

49 Jackman, “William James on Moral Philosophy and its
Regulative Ideals,” 4-5.

>0 James, The Will to Believe, 146.

51 James’s definition of obligation: “But the moment we take a
steady look at the question, we see not only that without a claim
actually made by some concrete person there can be no obligation,
but that there is some obligation where there is a claim. Claim and
obligation are, in fact, coextensive terms; they cover each other
exactly” (MPML, 148).

52 James, The Will to Believe, 155.

>3 This is supported by James’s talk of past philosophers’ “closet-
solutions” in relation to the world’s experiments with elevating
particular ideals: “These experiments are to be judged, not a priori,
but by actually finding, after the fact of their making, how much
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more outcry or how much appeasement comes about. What closet-
solutions can possibly anticipate the result of trials made on such a
scale? Or what can any superficial theorist’s judgment be worth, in
a world where every one of hundreds of ideals has its special
champion already provided in the shape of some genius expressly
born to feel it, and to fight to death [on] its behalf? The pure
philosopher can only follow the windings of the spectacle,
confident that the line of least resistance will always be towards
the richer and the more inclusive arrangement” (MPML, 157), and
in passages like the following, where James reflects on the
potential tyranny of philosophical solutions over our moral lives:
“As a militant, fighting free-handed that the good to which he is
sensible may not be submerged and lost from out of life, the
philosopher, like every other human being, is in a natural position.
But think of Zeno and of Epicurus, think of Calvin and of Paley,
think of Kant and Schopenhauer, of Herbert Spencer and John
Henry Newman, no longer as one-sided champions of special
ideals, but as schoolmasters deciding what all must think,—and
what more grotesque topic could a satirist wish for on which to
exercise his pen?” (MPML, 154-155).

> “On the whole, then, we must conclude that no philosophy of
ethics is possible in the old-fashioned sense of the term.
Everywhere the ethical philosopher must wait on facts. The
thinkers who create the ideals come he knows not whence, their
sensibilities are evolved he knows not how; and the question as to
which of two conflicting ideals will give the best universe then and
there, can be answered by him only through the aid of the
experience of other men” (The Will to Believe, 158).

> James, The Will to Believe, 156.

% James, The Will to Believe, 159.

> James, The Will to Believe, 159-160.

%8 James, The Will to Believe, 160.

* Slater, in “Ethical Naturalism and Religious Belief,” writes that
James’s recognition of the problem of moral motivation, and its
divine solution, is one of the most compelling features of MPML.
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60 «“All through history, in the periodical conflicts of puritanism
with the don’t-care temper, we see the antagonism of the strenuous
and genial moods, and the contrast between the ethics of infinite
and mysterious obligation from on high, and the satisfaction of
merely finite need...Every sort of energy and endurance, of
courage and capacity for handling life’s evils, is set free in those
who have religious faith. For this reason the strenuous type of
character will on the battle-field of human history always outwear
the easy-going-type, and religion will drive irreligion to the wall”
(James, The Will to Believe, 161).

61 James, The Will to Believe, 161.

62 Recall above his remarks concerning the rather fantastic would,
where somehow all of us would be capable of pursuing our ideals
without needing to worry about interfering with one another.

63 James, The Will to Believe, 141.

64 James, Pragmatism, 137.

65 James, Pragmatism, 137.

% Such a world, again, would be quite fantastic. It would be a
world where we could somehow all coexist without needing to
compromise any of the values that we hold as a result of needing to
accommodate others.

%7 James, The Will to Believe, 161.

%8 In this context, we can understand the growth of “Being” as the
development of an actually prevailing standard that more closely
resembles the maximally inclusive standard in god’s mind.

%9 James, Pragmatism, 139.

% He speaks in terms of secondary “rationality” here in order to
contrast his view with those who are inclined to accept the
existence of an Absolute. If there was an Absolute, then the world
would be fully rational insofar as every ideal would be realized
(since all is subsumed in the Absolute, and the world is just as the
Absolute wishes it to be).

" “The capacity of the strenuous mood lies so deep down among
our natural human possibilities that even if there were no
metaphysical or traditional grounds for believing in a God, men
would postulate one simply as a pretext for living hard, and getting
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out of the game of existence its keenest possibilities of zest.”
(James, The Will to Believe, 161).

72 “Some part of the ideal must be butchered, and [the philosopher]
needs to know which part. It is a tragic situation, and no mere
speculative conundrum, with which he has to deal” (The Will to
Believe, 154).

73 James, Pragmatism, 139.

74 See The Will to Believe.

> Street, “Constructivism in Ethics and the Problem of Attachment
and Loss,” 180.

76 Street, “Constructivism in Ethics and the Problem of Attachment
and Loss,” 165.

T Street suggests mindfulness meditation as the main means by
which to get there.

78 Street, “Constructivism in Ethics and the Problem of Attachment
and Loss,” 186-187.
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