
WILLIAM JAMES AND THE
METAPHYSICS OF EXPERIENCE

William James is often considered one of America’s most original
philosophical minds, while also a foundational thinker for the
study of religion. Despite this reputation, he is rarely considered a
serious philosopher or religious thinker by contemporary stand-
ards. In this new interpretation David Lamberth argues that
James’s major contribution was to develop a metaphysics of experi-
ence integrally related to his pluralistic and social religious ideas.
Lamberth systematically interprets James’s radically empiricist
world-view and argues for an early dating () for his develop-
ment of this metaphysics. He offers a radically empiricist reading
of The Varieties of Religious Experience and a close analysis of A Pluralistic
Universe. Concluding, he connects James’s ideas about experience,
pluralism, and truth to current debates in philosophy, philosophy
of religion, and theology, suggesting James’s functional, experien-
tial metaphysics as a conceptual aid in bridging the social and
interpretive with the immediate and concrete, avoiding radical rela-
tivism and uncritical realism.

David C. Lamberth is Assistant Professor of Theology in the
Faculty of Divinity of Harvard University
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Current events confirm the need to understand religious ideas
and institutions critically, yet radical doubts have been raised about
how to proceed and about the ideal of critical thought itself.
Meanwhile, some prominent scholars have urged that we turn the
tables, and view modern society as the object of criticism and a
religious tradition as the basis for critique. Cambridge Studies in
Religion and Critical Thought is a series of books intended to
address the interaction of critical thinking and religious traditions
in this context of uncertainty and conflicting claims. It will take
up questions such as the following, either by reflecting on them
philosophically or by pursuing their ramifications in studies of
specific figures and movements: is a coherent critical perspective
on religion desirable or even possible? What sort of relationship
to religious tradition ought a critic to have? What, if anything, is
worth saving from the Enlightenment legacy or from critics of
religion like Hume and Feuerbach? The answers offered, while
varied, will uniformly constitute distinguished, philosophically
informed, and critical analyses of particular religious topics.

Other titles published in the series

. Feuerbach and the interpretation of religion
 .  

. John Locke and the ethics of belief
 

. Religion and faction in Hume’s moral philosophy
 .  

. Freud and the legacy of Moses
  .  

. Contingency and fortune in Aquinas’s ethics
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Note on the text

In this book I refer whenever possible to the Harvard University Press
edition The Works of William James, edited by Frederick Burkhardt,
Fredson Bowers, and Ignas Skrupskelis, citing the volumes’ presentations
of manuscripts as well as references to letters and notes in appendices
and the apparatus. When referring to other letters or manuscripts, I
cite the most accessible published location of the complete item. In a
few cases references are made to manuscripts in the Papers of William
James at Harvard’s Houghton Library.

The Works edition is arranged topically rather than chronologically,
and a great deal of the material presented therein was never prepared
for publication by James, much less topically arranged. In order to
advance the historical interests of my argument, I have adopted certain
additional conventions regarding citations. If an article or work was
published by James in the same form and under the same name as it is
presented in the Harvard Works edition, I refer to it in my notes by the
Works volume title alone. For example, I refer to articles in The Meaning
of Truth simply by that title (with a page number), rather than by article
name, even though James previously published many of them serially.
On the other hand, in the case of uncollected essays, manuscripts, and
notes, and in the specific case of all of the essays that Perry collected
posthumously in Essays in Radical Empiricism, I refer both to the article
(or item) title and to the Works volume. This allows individuals without
the Works edition to find many items in other sources (such as the
popular Memories and Studies). It also preserves access and perhaps even
draws attention to both James’s own intellectual history and his author-
ial considerations about publication.

The first reference to a work in the footnotes includes full publication
information. All subsequent references are by author and abbreviated
title. Full publication information for all works is included in the select
bibliography.
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