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Maxim of Pragmatism

Since | have employed the word Pragmaticism, and shall have occasion to use it
once more, it may perhaps be well to explain it. About forty years ago, my
studies of Berkeley, Kant, and others led me, after convincing myself that all
thinking is performed in Signs, and that meditation takes the form of a
dialogue, so that it is proper to speak of the “meaning” of a concept, to
conclude that to acquire full mastery of that meaning it is requisite, in the first
place, to learn to recognize the concept under every disguise, through
extensive familiarity with instances of it. But this, after all, does not imply any
true understanding of it; so that it is further requisite that we should make an
abstract logical analysis of it into its ultimate elements, or as complete an
analysis as we can compass. But, even so, we may still be without any living
comprehension of it; and the only way to complete our knowledge of its nature
is to discover and recognize just what general habits of conduct a belief in the
truth of the concept (of any conceivable subject, and under any conceivable
circumstances) would reasonably develop; that is to say, what habits would
ultimately result from a sufficient consideration of such truth. It is necessary to
understand the word “conduct,” here, in the broadest sense. If, for example,
the predication of a given concept were to lead to our admitting that a given
form of reasoning concerning the subject of which it was affirmed was valid,
when it would not otherwise be valid, the recognition of that effect in our
reasoning would decidedly be a habit of conduct.

In 1871, in a Metaphysical Club in Cambridge, Massachusetts, | used to preach
this principle as a sort of logical gospel, representing the unformulated method
followed by Berkeley, and in conversation about it | called it “Pragmatism.” In
December [November] 1877 and January 1878 | set forth the doctrine in the
Popular Science Monthly; and the two parts of my essay were printed in French
in the Revue Philosophique, volumes vi and vii. Of course, the doctrine
attracted no particular attention, for, as | had remarked in my opening
sentence, very few people care for logic. But in 1897 Professor James
remodelled the matter, and transmogrified it into a doctrine of philosophy,
some parts of which I highly approved, while other and more prominent parts |
regarded, and still regard, as opposed to sound logic. About the time Professor
Papini discovered, to the delight of the Pragmatist school, that this doctrine was
incapable of definition, which would certainly seem to distinguish it from every
other doctrine in whatever branch of science, | was coming to the conclusion



that my poor little maxim should be called by another name; and accordingly,
in April, 1905 | renamed it Pragmaticism.
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