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Abstract

This article re-reads religious experience in light of William James’s philosophical
foundations and examines the contributions of this approach to the philosophy of religion.
Since religious experience is a central topic in the field and James’s works, especially The
Varieties of Religious Experience, have strongly influenced contemporary thinkers,
focusing on his views is warranted. Although pragmatism is often taken as his dominant
method, a comprehensive reading shows that clarifying the place of religious experience in
his thought requires attention to “pure experience” and “radical empiricism.”

The study employs a descriptive-analytical approach with emphasis on empathetic
description, a requirement of phenomenology.

Key implications of James’s phenomenological approach include the role of emotions in
the mechanism of faith; attention to lived experience in religious transformation; a
pragmatic defence of religion; epistemological pluralism; a distinction between descriptive
and explanatory reduction; the epistemic significance of religious experience; and a model
for science-religion interaction.

Analytic philosophy of religion stresses clarifying beliefs and objectivity through formal
rules and rational argument, yet it shows weak historical sensibility and insufficient
attention to concrete experience in the realisation of faith; James’s thought can help remedy
this deficiency.

Keywords: William james, religious experience, philosophy of Religion, radical
empiricism, pure experience.

Introduction

William James sought to articulate a metaphysical approach that resonates with
fundamental human values, offering an alternative to the quantitative attitudes of his time.
He identified the core flaw of rationalist and absolutist philosophies as the unwarranted
presupposition of the substantiality of consciousness and the rigid dualism of subject and
object. James was equally critical of classical empiricism, arguing that it sustained this
fractured dichotomy. To correct this, he proposed the doctrine of “pure experience.”
Authentic empiricism, for James, rejects dogmatic assumptions regarding reality; it treats
every empirical finding as a fallible hypothesis subject to revision. James maintained that
meta-ideas(such as monism versus pluralism) should not be construed as transcendent or a
priori entities, as classical empiricism held. His inquiry is rooted in systematic
phenomenological analysis. He sought to uncover the primary conditions that facilitate
cognitive processes in human engagement with reality. Traditional theories of knowledge
remain detached and purely reflective because they disregard the genesis of knowledge
within the lifeworld. The monophonic approach to truth that characterises traditional
philosophy has alienated humanity from an authentic encounter with the world.
Conversely, radical empiricism and its corollary, pluralism, orient James’s thought toward
a deconstruction of these rigid, alienating structures. This article analyses religious
experience through the lens of radical empiricism and delineates the contributions of this
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approach to contemporary philosophy of religion. While James’s method is conventionally
identified with pragmatism, a comprehensive understanding requires engaging his broader
philosophical system, including his metaphysical insights.

Research Findings

Critique of Analytic Philosophy: James’s critique of rationalism, articulated from the
standpoint of pure experience, serves as a resource for the analytic tradition in philosophy
of religion.

Pure Experience as metaphysical foundation: Pure experience is the metaphysical basis of
radical empiricism; reflective consciousness is rooted in immediate acquaintance. This
includes the unity of consciousness and the repudiation of the mind-object dichotomy.

Critique of Subject-Object presupposition: A core epistemological flaw in analytic
philosophy of religion is the subject—object distinction. When humans are posited merely
as agents equipped with formal logic, a fracture in consciousness occurs. Treating realities-

including God -merely as external objects is a consequence of this fracture.

Neutral monism and the role of emotions in faith: Neutral monism, derived from pure
experience, dissolves the mind-object divide and highlights the role of emotions in faith.

Philosophy of religion must attend to the affective dimension; authentic reality is
discovered through feeling as a concrete, lived experience.

The role of volition in faith: In contrast to W. K. Clifford’s ethics of belief, James highlights
the role of the will in faith. “Will” encompasses passional tendencies and desires. This
voluntaristic approach aligns with epistemological externalism by foregrounding common
sense.

Pragmatic defence of religious experience: James’s pragmatic defence posits that the
paramount fruit of religion is imparting meaning to existence, guiding individuals toward
a holistic worldview.

Cognitive nature of religious experience: Contemporary theories regarding the
transformative power of religious experience find roots in James’s original analysis of lived
faith and spiritual renewal.

Epistemic pluralism: This approach rejects epistemological exclusivism, embracing
pluralism when confronting the diversity of world religions.

Existential vs. Value judgment: The distinction between “existential judgment” and “value
judgment” refutes “medical materialism”—a form of reductionism—Ilaying the
groundwork for dialogue between science and religion.

Conclusion

Understanding William James’s stance on religion solely through the lens of pragmatism
is insufficient; his work must be evaluated within the horizon of radical empiricism and his
analysis of the concrete, lived dimension of faith. James successfully integrated the
empirical study of religion with rigorous philosophical foundations. By transcending
abstract formulations, his approach unites philosophical analysis with the lived, emotional,
and cognitive realities of faith. Through concepts such as “pure experience,” “neutral
monism,” and the distinction between existential and value judgments, James’s philosophy
equips the field with tools to critique reductionism, defend the epistemic significance of
religious experience, and foster a constructive dialogue between science and religion.
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