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CHAPTER I.
THE MODERN BOURGEOISIE’S 

PHILOSOPHY OF PRAGMATISM

Pragmatism is a school of subjective ideal-
ism. An American, Charles Sanders Peirce, 
was the first who used the term pragmatism 
in philosophy. In 1878, Peirce wrote an article 
titled “How to Make Our Ideas Clear,” which 
was published in the journal Popular Science 
Monthly. In this article, he said that to make 
people have a completely clear idea of a thing, 
it is only necessary to think about what kind 
of actual effect this thing has. The idea of ef-
fect is the entirety of our idea of the thing. The 
idea of a thing exists when it has actual effects 
on people. Without actual effects means to be 
without any idea about this thing. This is the 
theory of pragmatism put forward by Peirce. 
This theory is in contradiction with the ma-
terialist viewpoint that ideas are reflections 
of objective things. Twenty years after this 
theory was published, in 1898, another Amer-
ican, William James, mentioned this again in 
his lectures on philosophy at the University of 
California. Pragmatism became disseminated 
and the pragmatist movement in the U.S. was 
formed. In 1907 James published a book en-
titled Pragmatism. Pragmatism as a philosoph-
ic school of the bourgeoisie was then formed. 
Therefore, strictly speaking, it was at the be-
ginning of the present century that pragma-
tism appeared as a philosophic school.

Pragmatism is a reflection of the view-
point of the vulgar utility of the bourgeoisie. 
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It was particularly welcomed by imperialism, 
which is easy to understand. At the end of the 
19th century and the beginning of the 20th 
century, capitalism developed into the stage 
of imperialism. Capitalist exploitation was 
unprecedentedly cruel and aggressive war 
was unprecedentedly barbarous. Imperialism 
needed such a philosophy to explain that acts 
of exploitation and aggression are all reason-
able and correct! Action follows from needs. 
Any action that follows from needs is reason-
able. Therefore, aggressive acts that follow 
from imperialist needs are also reasonable. In 
this way, pragmatism used its philosophy of 
action to justify imperialism.

The theoretical foundation of pragma-
tism is the empiricism of modern subjective 
idealism. The mind produces experience and 
experiences create the world. This is the road 
that empiricists of subjective idealism take to 
negate the existence of the objective world. 
From the first half of the 19th century to the 
beginning of the 20th century, a new branch 
was born of the empiricism of subjective 
idealism: positivism. The founders of posi-
tivism were Auguste Compte of France, and 
John Stuart Mill and Herbert Spencer of Eng-
land. Positivists hold that only experience is a 
genuine reality. Apart from man’s experience, 
there is no real world. The world is created 
by experience; science is only a description of 
experiential facts. Only when we have man’s 
experience do we have the external objective 
world. Without man’s experience means to be 
without the experiential objective world. This 
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is the fundamental point of the empiricism 
of subjective idealism. This viewpoint can be 
traced back to the British subjective idealist 
of the early 18th century, George Berkeley. 
He said, “a certain colour, taste, smell, fig-
ure and consistence having been observed 
to go together, are accounted as one distinct 
thing, signified by the name apple; other col-
lections of ideas constitute a stone, a tree, a 
book, and the like sensible things...” [Len-
in, Mat. & Emp-Crit, p. 12] As Berkeley saw it, 
things are the aggregates of ideas. Positivists 
inherited this viewpoint, but they changed the 
word  ideas  to  experience  or  knowledge.  Prag-
matism is a continuation of positivism. It, 
together with logical positivism, semantics 
and Machism are all derived from positivism. 
Logical positivism advocates that the world 
was created by logical structures. Semantics 
advocates that the world was created by the 
meaning and grammar of language. Machism 
advocates that the world was created by senses 
and the complex of senses. Pragmatism advo-
cates that the world was created by experience 
and by so-called practice.

There are many differences among the 
philosophic schools of the modern bourgeoi-
sie, but in essence, they are the same. They 
all proceed from the basic viewpoint that 
ideas create the world and man’s will creates 
the world. As soon as pragmatism gained 
currency, Lenin pointed out that the differ-
ence between Machism and pragmatism is as 
insignificant as the difference between em-
pirio-criticism and empirio-monism.
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The viewpoint and the purpose of prag-
matism and the other schools of positivism 
do not differ all that much in substance. For 
example, they all emphasize experience and 
only experience. They are in opposition to 
materialism. They do not regard experience as 
a reflection of the objective world but rather 
that experience is the creator. They consider 
that the world and mankind are both created 
by it. Second, they all pretend to be neutral 
or detached. They pretend to be against both 
materialism and idealism. They call material-
ism and idealism metaphysics. In fact, under 
this cover of the signboard of positivist sci-
ence, they are trying to harmonize the con-
tradiction between science and religion. They 
propagate the doctrine of religious belief; this 
is out-and-out subjective idealism. Third, 
they all pretend to be scientific and advertise 
their theory as a scientific theory. They glibly 
emphasize science and maintain that science 
should rule the world. The essence of such a 
proposal is actually to use the name of science 
to safeguard and uphold capitalism. Who can 
have science? To the pragmatist and the posi-
tivist, only the bourgeoisie can have science. 
Fourth, they are all against class struggle. 
They stand for social balance and class collab-
oration. In reality, they all deny the existence 
of classes and use all sorts of fine words to lull 
the consciousness of the working class. Fifth, 
they all oppose Marxism, viciously attack the 
socialist system and do their best to justify 
capitalism. In their opposition to Marxism, 
they frequently use the method of confusing 
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materialism and idealism, obliterating the 
line of demarcation between materialism and 
idealism.

John Dewey was one of the main repre-
sentatives of pragmatism in the U.S. In his 
main philosophic work,  Experience and Na-
ture, he tells the reader that his philosophy is 
“empirio-naturalism” or “naturalistic empiri-
cism.” What is the experience so much em-
phasized by Dewey? He said experience pos-
sesses two meanings; in his words, “experi-
ence means the land that was tilled, the seeds 
that were sown, the fruits that were harvested, 
and changes like day and night, spring and au-
tumn, dry and wet, cold and heat. All these 
things people have observed, have feared, 
have longed for. Experience also means the 
people who plant, harvest, work and rejoice, 
hope, fear, plan and resort to magic, chem-
istry, are downcast or joyful.” Dewey thought 
that “there is no difference between action 
and matter, the subjective and the objective,” 
that these two aspects are included “in an 
unanalysable whole.” The meaning of these 
words is that he considers the objective world, 
matter, man, and man’s thoughts, to be experi-
ences. This is to use experience to obliterate 
the distinction between matter and conscious-
ness, and the difference between things and 
thoughts. In fact, experience is the reflection 
of objective reality. Objective reality is the 
source of experience. Pragmatists consider 
objective reality the product of experience. 
They think that experience does not depend 
on objective reality for its existence, but rath-
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er that objective reality relies on experience 
for its existence. This is the idealist line of 
naturalistic empiricism. Pragmatists stress 
experience as if they attached importance to 
objective things, but in fact, they use the word 
experience to confuse the materialist line and 
the idealist line. Lenin said, “Today professor-
ial philosophy of all shades disguises its reac-
tionary nature by declaiming on the subject of 
‘experience.’” (Materialism and Empirio-Criti-
cism,  p. 170). Pragmatism is precisely a pro-
fessorial philosophy which disguises its reac-
tionary nature by declaiming on the subject of 
“experience.” The German subjective idealist 
Johann Gottlieb Fichte said, “I openly declare 
that the inner sense, the soul of my philosophy 
consists in this that a human being possess-
es nothing save experience; a human being 
comes to everything to which he comes only 
through experience.” Wilhelm Jerusalem, a 
professor of philosophy from Vienna, who was 
a follower of Kant, said, “The acceptance of a 
divine original being is not contradictory to 
experience.” All immanentists, empirio-crit-
ics, empirio-monists and pragmatists like to 
use “experience,” attempting to cover up their 
idealist line with the word “experience.”

Pragmatism talks about practice, too, very 
frequently. Proceeding from the premise that 
what is effective in practice is true, pragma-
tists pay a lot of attention to action. Dewey ac-
tually called pragmatism “a kind of idealism 
of action.” He considered action important, or 
rather, practice important, precisely because it 
has “cash-value.” The so-called “cash-value” 
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in vulgar language means “rewards.” In the 
eyes of a pragmatist what is important is not 
to make one’s knowledge in conformity with 
the objective reality or to make one’s action 
conform to the law of social development, 
which they consider impossible. In fact, they 
start from the standpoint of the profit-seeking 
of the bourgeoisie. They declare that rewards 
are truth. Action that brings rewards is the 
practice pragmatists talk about. They stress 
practice because from practice they can get 
the rewards they hope for. Pragmatists par-
ticularly stress the effect, which follows from 
this view of practice.

Practice is for the purpose of effect, i.e., 
success. Everything effective is that which has 
cash-value. For pragmatists, religion has the 
effect of lulling people’s consciousness; there-
fore, god has cash-value. Aggressive wars have 
an effect for imperialism, therefore aggressive 
wars have cash-value. The reason that prag-
matism is welcomed by the bosses of Wall 
Street is precisely that it has this characteristic 
effect. It produces for them cash-value. Prag-
matists consider science a highly specialized 
mode of practice. Science is to discover tech-
niques so as to effectively conduct business. 
In their eyes, science is not knowledge that 
deals with objective reality but rather a dis-
covery of the method of doing business. The 
value of science lies also in this cash-value.

In their eyes, that which does not have cash-
value, or that which cannot provide them with 
imminent benefits, is not science. The mater-
ialist epistemology of Marxism points out that 
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practice is the foundation of knowledge. Man 
gains perceptual knowledge through practice, 
and develops it into conceptual knowledge. 
Whether the knowledge is true or not depends 
on the degree to which it conforms to object-
ive reality and whether it conforms at all. The 
incomplete truth of a theory or the error of 
a theory can be supplemented and corrected 
through checking with practice. Practice is the 
criterion of truth. Lenin said, “The standpoint 
of life, of practice, should be first and funda-
mental in the theory of knowledge.” (Mater-
ialism & Empirio-Criticism, p. 161.) In the eyes 
of materialists, practice and epistemology are 
indivisible. Only when it reflects the objective 
reality that is independent of man’s will can 
knowledge guide man’s practice to success. 
The success of man’s practice comes from the 
fact that our knowledge conforms with the ob-
jective nature of the thing that we sense. How-
ever, pragmatists, just like Ernst Mach and his 
followers, think that practice is one thing and 
epistemology is another thing, that practice is 
to obtain cash-value. Value is all that I need 
in practice and it has nothing to do with epis-
temology; it has nothing to do with whether I 
correctly know the objective reality.

The distortion of the meaning of practice 
by pragmatists justifies the action of prof-
it-seeking of the bourgeoisie and justifies the 
frenzied aggressive acts of imperialists. This 
is why the fascist chieftain, Mussolini, called 
himself a pragmatist. He said, “James’ prag-
matism is very useful in my political career. 
James has taught me that an action should be 
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judged by its result and not by the foundations 
of its theory. From James I learned to have 
confidence in action and the strong will for 
life and striving. A great part of the success of 
fascism depends on these. I think that what is 
most primary is action.”

Pragmatists consider that all the ques-
tions of philosophy are questions of method 
and questions of truth. They limit pragmatism 
to a discussion of these two questions. In his 
book  Pragmatism, James said that the scope 
of pragmatism is first a method, and second 
the theory of the origin of truth. He limited 
pragmatism to these two spheres. James him-
self as well as Dewey later on both elaborated 
on their viewpoints in these two respects. The 
feature of subjective idealism can also be seen 
most easily in the discussion in these two re-
spects.

What is truth? Is there objective truth? Is 
there absolute truth? These questions are the 
most important in epistemology. On these 
questions, the view of pragmatism is com-
pletely subjective idealist. It denies the ob-
jective nature of truth, denies absolute truth, 
and denies that experience, sensation and per-
ception are reflections of the external world. 
The fundamental argument of pragmatism’s 
view of truth is that truth is effect. In the eyes 
of pragmatists, truth is the same as effect. To 
be effective is to be true. Not to be effective 
is not to be true. Effect is the only criterion 
of truth. James said an idea is true because 
it can “smoothly lead us from one part of 
experience to another and tie up things in a 
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satisfactory manner and apply them properly, 
safely and painlessly.” That is to say, things 
that satisfy you and can be applied are truth. 
Starting from the viewpoint that effect is the 
only criterion of truth, Dewey put forward 
the viewpoint that truth is a tool. To express 
this viewpoint, he changed the name pragma-
tism to  instrumentalism.  In his eyes,  tool,  the 
word  tool  or  instrument,  can better express 
the essence of pragmatism. These people call 
truth an instrument. What they mean is that 
truth is not objective, it is like an instrument 
made by man. James resorted to sophistry, 
saying, take a figure like 27. It can be written 
in many ways: 33, 3 x 9, 26 + 1 or 100 - 73. All 
these are true. Another example is the north-
ern star, which you can call the Northern Star, 
the Great Bear, the Dipper or Charles Wain. 
All these words are true, and all applicable.

Which one is truer? This all depends on 
its use for people, according to James. The 
Chinese pragmatist Wu Shih also said, “A 
hundred coins, you can divide them into two 
piles of 50 each, or you can divide them into 
four piles of 25 each, or ten piles of 10 each.” 
They attempted to use this kind of sophistry 
to prove that truth can be manipulated by 
man at will, that it has no objectivity, and that 
objective truth and absolute truth do not exist. 
James holds that the space and time in the 
universe are man-made structures; in short, 
truth is made by man, therefore truth is not 
the reflection of the law of objective reality 
but rather is a product of subjective ideas that 
is controlled by man’s free will and can take 
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whatever form the heart desires. This is the 
fundamental view of pragmatists of truth.

A tool is used to make things. It is a means 
to an end. In the eyes of pragmatists, since 
truth is merely a tool or a means, truth varies, 
depending on man’s will and varies depending 
on man’s desires. In his book, The Reform of 
Philosophy, Dewey said, “The hypothesis that 
can work is true. The so-called truth is an 
abstract noun, applicable to the aggregate of 
proven real premeditated and desired things 
which came about as a result of its function 
and effect.” Pragmatists consider that truth is 
not a law, an axiom or a principle; it is merely 
a hypothesis. Dewey said, “idea, theory, sys-
tem, no matter how elaborate, refined they 
may be, no matter how solid they may be, must 
be considered hypotheses.” They maintain 
that whether a hypothesis is true or not en-
tirely depends on its effect. James said, “The 
only test for probable truth is whether it can 
guide us as to what can be best used, what can 
best coordinate the various parts of life with 
the demand of the totality of experience.” The 
so-called effect of the pragmatists means the 
most proper arrangement of life. They hold 
that to have effect means to be able to arrange 
life well. A hypothesis that affects life is truth. 
This hypothesis meant by pragmatists is not 
scientific, but rather something that can satis-
fy the demands of the life of the bourgeoi-
sie. James said, “If the hypothesis of god has 
the function to satisfy, then the hypothesis is 
true.” Pragmatists openly and shamelessly 
declare that as long as we have the benefit of 
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being able to rest on Sunday, it doesn’t hurt to 
consider god as truth. In his book Pragmatism, 
James said, “We can be happy because of god. 
If only we have god, then before all sorts of 
hard work we can have the joy given to us by 
god. The evidence of my own belief in god is 
fundamentally internal; it lies in my own per-
sonal experience. Your own personal experi-
ence gives you god; after that, the name ‘god’ 
at least gives you the benefit of a day off.” He 
thought, “If theological ideas have value for 
concrete life, then for pragmatism they are 
true and true to this extent.” He also said, “An 
ideal is true as long as our belief in it benefits 
our life.” Pragmatists have said innumerable 
things like this. From these words, we can 
see the attitude of pragmatism toward truth. 
God is true because god is useful. Useful to 
whom? Useful to the life of the bourgeoisie. 
Everything useful to the life of the bourgeoi-
sie is truth, and only to this extent does the 
question of truth or non-truth exist. This is 
pragmatism’s view of truth, a thoroughly phil-
istine philosophy. Starting from this view of 
truth, pragmatists conclude that philosophy 
is no more than a method with which one at-
tains the goal of being valuable. It is precisely 
from this that pragmatists declare that their 
philosophy is merely a method. Pragmatists 
say that their philosophy is a method or it is a 
theory about the origin of truth. Actually, the 
two things are one. No matter which it is, it is 
the rule of thumb for the philistines to say that 
philosophy is a tool used to seek profit for the 
bourgeoisie. If everything that can satisfy the 
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needs of life is truth, then aggression, exploit-
ation, oppression, slavery and all such evils 
are truth, because these things are needed by 
the life of the imperialists. Corresponding to 
this view of truth, that what is useful is true, in 
their view of morality, pragmatists think that 
what is useful is good. The pragmatists’ view 
of morality can be summed up in one word, 
the word used by James, i.e., expediency. James 
said, “the so-called truth is only an expediency 
in our thinking, and the so-called justice is 
only an expediency in our action.” Expediency 
in action then becomes the moral standard 
for the pragmatists. Fascism and aggressive 
wars, if they are convenient for the imper-
ialists in enslaving the people of the world, 
then become just. Pragmatists say that they 
are opposed to having a pessimistic view of 
the world and are also opposed to having an 
optimistic view. They stand for meliorism. In 
their opinion, pragmatism is inclined toward 
meliorism — it believes that the world can be 
redeemed through a progressive method. The 
role of this so-called meliorism is of course 
that it can stave off revolution. Starting from 
meliorism, pragmatists consider that what is 
progressive is good. They claim that morality 
has no fixed aim, it is progressive forever. In 
other words, it is forever a process and has no 
final goal. Therefore, Dewey said that growth 
itself is the goal of morality. For example, take 
the words “improve health.” To him, what is 
important is not the word “health” but the 
word “improve.” Health is not the goal to be 
achieved. Improvement itself is the goal.
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In his book,  The Reform of Philosophy, 
Dewey said, “What is meaningful is not a 
static result or ending, but rather the process 
of growth, reform and progress. What is good 
is not what is considered the unchangeable 
goal, ‘health,’ but rather what health needs, 
i.e., improvement, which is a constant pro-
cess. The goal is no longer the terminal or 
the limit to be achieved. It is rather the active 
process to change the status quo. Growth it-
self is the only goal of morality.” Pragmatists 
propagate that the process is everything and 
the goal is nothing. This fully explains that 
what they represent is a reactionary, declining 
class which only considers immediate bene-
fits, has no future and is struggling desperate-
ly. Dewey thought, “Meliorism believes that 
special conditions existing at a given time, 
no matter whether they are relatively good 
or relatively bad, can always be improved. It 
encourages intelligence to study the effective 
way of good and the obstacles to the realiza-
tion of good, and to make efforts to improve 
conditions.” What he means is, even if the 
present conditions of capitalism are bad, it is 
no more than a condition that is relatively bad 
and could be improved. He thus used melior-
ism to oppose revolution. What he meant by 
using intelligence or wisdom to improve the 
situation of the world means that one should 
not use violence to overthrow the order of the 
old world but rather should adopt reformist 
methods to improve relations in the world 
and that such improvement does not need 
far-reaching goals. This theory of growth that 
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pragmatists have in their view of morality is 
welcomed by all reformists, social-democrats 
and Fabian socialists. Reformists and oppor-
tunists like pragmatism precisely because 
this kind of meliorism suits them well. Im-
perialism uses pragmatism as an important 
ideological weapon. The spectacular cele-
bration by the American philosophic circles 
of Dewey’s 100th birthday in 1959 proves the 
importance imperialism attaches to pragma-
tism. Pragmatism is a concentrated expres-
sion of the vulgar and reactionary ideology 
of the modern bourgeoisie. Many people 
who are active in the political and philosoph-
ic circles of the modern bourgeoisie may not 
admit that they are pragmatists but, in reality, 
they are followers of this philosophy which 
uses effect and expediency as the criteria of 
action. Many pragmatists in the U.S. openly 
expressed that they were opposed to Marxist 
philosophy, but now others use the fact that 
pragmatism considers practice an important 
category to create confusion, saying that prag-
matism is not different from Marxist theory in 
basic logical theory or philosophic stand. In 
saying this, these people are trying to use the 
pragmatist viewpoint of subjective idealism to 
distort Marxism. Revisionist or right-oppor-
tunist thinking that appears in the workers’ 
movement is a direct product of the bourgeois 
world outlook and its influence. The thinking 
of revisionists and opportunists very often is 
strongly coloured by bourgeois pragmatism. 
The old revisionist Bernstein is an obvious 
example. These people may not go directly to 
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school to become bourgeois pragmatists. The 
revisionist viewpoint of Bernstein was formed 
at almost the same time as the pragmatist 
school in the U.S., but the opportunist think-
ing which lacks any firm or clear-cut principle, 
swims with the tide, considers only immediate 
benefits, and abandons the fundamental and 
long-range interests of the proletariat, would 
very naturally find common ground with this 
philistine philosophy of the bourgeoisie. In 
the following questions, you can see the com-
mon ground between revisionism and prag-
matism.

First, the doctrine of effect. Success be-
fore everything, and effect before everything. 
This is a maxim of the pragmatists. For the 
sake of success and effect for the present, one 
can use any means in an unprincipled man-
ner. If the means is effective, then it is good 
and true. Therefore, pragmatists think that 
immediate and concrete benefits are supreme. 
If immediate benefits can be obtained, this is 
the most effective and most valuable. As for 
the future, leave that alone. Some of the things 
that Bernstein said were very much in the tone 
of the pragmatists. For example, Bernstein 
said, “For me, the movement is everything. 
What people mean by the ultimate goal of 
socialism, in reality, is nothing much. At any 
time, my interest in the future never goes be-
yond general theory. All books about the fu-
ture, no matter what, are unbearable to me. 
But the present task and the task for the near 
future are very important for my thinking and 
my efforts. As for the future beyond that, it 
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will only become an object of my study when 
it is most suited to be a criterion for the action 
related above.” To do propaganda among the 
working class for this kind of thinking that 
the goal is nothing, that the movement is 
everything, that the future is nothing, that the 
present is everything, is to entice the work-
ing class to abandon the goal that socialism 
and communism strive for. Revisionists tell 
people to attend to what is immediate and not 
to think about the future. This is singing the 
same tune as the pragmatists. Lenin refuted 
revisionism, saying, “A natural complement 
to the economic and political tendencies of re-
visionism was its attitude to the ultimate aim 
of the socialist movement. ‘The movement is 
everything, the ultimate aim is nothing’ — this 
catchphrase of Bernstein’s expresses the sub-
stance of revisionism better than many long 
disquisitions. To determine its conduct from 
case to case, to adapt itself to the events of the 
day and the chopping and changing of petty 
politics, to forget the primary interests of the 
proletariat and the basic features of the whole 
capitalist system, of all capitalist evolution, to 
sacrifice these primary interests for the real or 
assumed advantages of the moment — such is 
the policy of revisionism. And it patently fol-
lows from the very nature of this policy that it 
may assume an infinite variety of forms, and 
that every more or less ‘new’ question, every 
more or less unexpected and unforeseen turn 
of events, even though it changes the basic 
line of development only to an insignificant 
degree and only for the briefest period, will 
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always inevitably give rise to one variety of re-
visionism or another.” (Marxism and Revision-
ism, Collected Works, XV, p. 37)

Pragmatists advocate the doctrine of ef-
fect, telling the exploited and oppressed 
people to seek real or imaginary temporary 
benefits, and abandon their fundamental in-
terests and the class struggle. In this respect, 
all forms of revisionism savour pragmatism.

Second, gradualism. The gradualism of 
pragmatists stems from the view that the 
process is everything. It advocates progress, 
opposes revolution, and denies the leaps and 
qualitative changes in the course of develop-
ment. Hu Shih advocated “evolution little by 
little” and “reform little by little,” which is 
exactly this kind of gradualism. Pragmatists 
use the vulgar theory of evolution to replace 
the theory of revolution. Therefore pragma-
tism is welcomed by all those who are opposed 
to revolution and advocate reform, and wel-
comed by all reformists and revisionists. The 
so-called “peaceful transition of capitalism 
into socialism” propagated by old revision-
ists as well as modern revisionists is pre-
cisely this kind of pragmatist and gradualist 
nonsense. Bernstein once did propaganda for 
his revisionist viewpoint in this way: “What 
I consider is not what will happen in the dis-
tant future, but rather what may happen now 
and what should be brought to happen now. 
Therefore, the conclusion of this narrative of 
mine is a very commonplace thesis: that is, 
the striving for democracy, the improvement 
of the political organ and the economic organ 
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of the democratic system are the necessary 
precondition to the realization of socialism.” 
On the surface, this statement of his seems 
to imply that he still admitted the future of 
socialism. The only thing was that he is not 
considering it now. However, he continued to 
say, concerning the bourgeoisie, “under no 
circumstances should there be the general ap-
plication of violent deprivation but we should 
carry out gradual takeover through organiza-
tion and law.” Again, he praised the capitalist 
system, saying, “we should not undermine the 
system, but should rather make them prog-
ress. For this purpose, we need organized and 
effective activities.” In this manner, this old 
revisionist used gradualist thinking to cancel 
the future of socialism and went completely 
over to the ranks of bourgeois pragmatism.

Third, they pretend to be scientific and 
scorn theory. Pragmatists pretend to uphold 
science, like all positivists; they mention sci-
ence all the time and very often use deceptive 
words like “practice,” “experience,” “effect,” 
etc. They advertise their theory as a science; 
however, their science is phoney. In reality, 
they have contempt for both theory and sci-
ence. They deny the existence of the object-
ive world, deny objective truth, and therefore 
deny all possibilities of correctly knowing the 
world and foreseeing the future. What theory 
and science are left, then? In the eyes of the 
pragmatists, laws are made by man, objective 
things depend on man’s will, thus they funda-
mentally deny science, which reflects the law 
of objective things. Science respects objective 



20

facts, respects laws and truths. Pragmatists 
are just the opposite. In their eyes, science is 
free will, science is belief. Many pragmatists 
openly declare that fundamental questions in 
philosophy like the interrelationship between 
matter and consciousness are questions with-
out any meaning. In the eyes of bourgeois 
philistines, people can still make money and 
do business without paying attention to mater-
ialism and idealism. Starting from this view-
point, Hu Shih, the Chinese pragmatist, ad-
vocated “talking less of doctrines, and more 
of problems,” considering that doctrines are 
no more than abstract terms. This is also true 
of all opportunists and revisionists. In reality, 
they deny objective facts and objective laws. 
They use distortion and sophistry to forge 
theory and try their very best to evade the 
theory and principles of proletarian revolu-
tion. The reason that Bernstein refused to ac-
knowledge the ultimate aim of the proletarian 
movement is that he denied theory and prin-
ciples. He said, “At whatever stage of revolu-
tion, any declaration of theory or doctrine 
that cannot make people expect the immedi-
ate interest of the working class should be dis-
carded.” This kind of statement is obviously 
in line with bourgeois pragmatism. Therefore, 
analysing and criticizing pragmatism is a very 
meaningful thing. It not only helps us dissect 
the ideology of the modern bourgeoisie, but it 
can also help us dissect all forms of revision-
ist thinking that have been influenced by the 
bourgeoisie and have appeared in the work-
ing-class movement.
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CHAPTER II.
THE PRAGMATIST THEORY OF 
TRUTH: TRUTH AS A TOOL OF 

EXPEDIENCY

I. PRAGMATISTS DENY OBJECTIVE 
TRUTH

Admitting or not admitting the objectiv-
ity of truth is one of the important indicators 
distinguishing materialism from idealism. 
In the past as well as in the present, the two 
camps in philosophy have carried out fierce 
struggle over this question, being related to 
the most important fundamental question in 
philosophy, i.e., the relationship of thinking 
to existence. Therefore, every school of phil-
osophy must answer this important question: 
does truth possesses objectivity? However, 
pragmatists make their denial of objective 
truth the main content of their reactionary 
philosophy. The theory of truth in philosophy 
mainly answers the following two questions: 
first, is there objective truth? In other words, 
can there be any content in man’s ideas that 
does not depend on the subject, does not de-
pend on man and does not depend on man-
kind? Second, if there is objective truth, can 
man’s ideas that express objective truth im-
mediately, completely, unconditionally and 
absolutely express truth or can they just ap-
proximately and relatively express truth? This 
is the question of the relation between abso-
lute truth and relative truth. In discussing the 
question of truth in his book Materialism and 
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Empirio-Criticism, Lenin refuted the Machist 
theory of truth from these two angles. Who-
ever admits that existence and nature are pri-
mary, that thinking is a reflection of existence, 
that consciousness is derived from matter and 
will affirm the existence of objective truth. On 
the contrary, whoever does not admit all these 
things will deny the objective filature of truth.

The other side of the question of the re-
lationship of thinking to existence is: what 
is the relationship of our thinking about the 
surrounding world to the world itself? Can 
our thinking know the objective world? Can 
we correctly reflect reality in our views and 
concepts of the real world? These questions 
are questions about the relationship between 
absolute truth and relative truth. Depending 
on their different views on the highest ques-
tion in philosophy, philosophers come to have 
opposite views of truth. Idealists deny the 
existence of the objective world independent 
of man’s consciousness, therefore they do not 
admit the existence of objective truth. That is 
to say, they deny absolute truth independent 
of the individual’s will or the will of mankind. 
They make the relativity of truth absolute, 
saying that since truth is relative, then it is 
no more than a product of man’s subjective 
ideas. Dialectical materialists admit object-
ive truth; they admit that objective truth is 
the correct reflection of the objective world 
and objective reality in man’s consciousness 
and scientific theories. They admit that the 
principles, axioms and laws which have been 
examined by practice have the significance of 
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objective truth. Dialectical materialists admit 
the existence of the external, objective world; 
they admit that our knowledge reflects object-
ive truth. Therefore, we admit the existence of 
absolute truth that is independent of the indi-
vidual’s will or the will of mankind. We admit 
that man’s thinking, by nature, can provide 
and is providing us with absolute truth, which 
is composed of the sum of relative truths. 
Pragmatists deny objective truth; they also 
deny absolute truth independent of the indi-
vidual’s will or the will of mankind.

Now, let us first take a look at how the 
pragmatists deny objective truth, and then 
we will take a look at how they proceed from 
the relativity of truth to the denial of absolute 
truth. In their work, pragmatists have devoted 
a lot of space to the question of truth. They 
even consider pragmatism a theory of truth. 
According to James, the scope of pragmatism 
includes two parts: first, the theory of meth-
od, or methodology; second, the theory of 
truth. Through the discussion of their theory 
of truth, they propagated their subjective 
idealist viewpoint. In answering the ques-
tion of truth, James quoted the views of two 
other pragmatists, F.C.S. Schiller and Dewey: 
“ideas (which themselves are but parts of our ex-
perience) become true only in so far as they help 
us to get into satisfactory relations with other parts 
of our experience, to summarize them and get 
about among them by conceptual shortcuts 
instead of following the interminable succes-
sion of particular phenomena. Any idea upon 
which we can ride, so to speak — any idea that 
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will carry us prosperously from any one part 
of our experience to any other part, linking 
things satisfactorily, working securely, and 
simplifying, saving labour — is true for just so 
much, true in so far forth, as is true instrumen-
tally. This is the ‘instrumental’ view of truth 
taught so successfully at Chicago, the view 
that truth in our ideas means their power to 
‘work,’ promulgated so brilliantly at Oxford.” 
[Pragmatism, pp. 28-9].

From this statement, we can see that in 
the eyes of pragmatists, truth is a kind of idea 
which does not reflect objective things but 
is beyond things and transcends things. It is 
used to control things and to link things up 
satisfactorily, making them work securely and 
simplifying, saving labour. Therefore, truth is 
an instrument, a kind of power to work. In-
struments are made by man and used by man. 
This is to say that instruments cannot be sep-
arated from man. Separated from man there 
will be no instruments, and even less the use 
of instruments. It is the same to consider truth 
as a power to work. The power to work derives 
from man the subject. It is dependent on this 
man. When truth exists depending on man 
the subject, the objectivity of truth is being 
denied. There is another important meaning 
in James’ statement: he considered truth the 
links among experiences; if one experience is 
linked up with another, and linked up satis-
factorily — then it is truth. Who does the work 
of linking up? Naturally, it is man’s subject-
ive ideas, man’s subjective will. Therefore, to 
advocate that truth is the satisfactory linking 
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of experience in substance means to consider 
truth something that depends on man’s sub-
jective ideas and subjective will for its exist-
ence. In the eyes of pragmatists, experience 
is not gained from objective things but is be-
yond things and above things. It is a force that 
can link things satisfactorily and make them 
work securely and simplifying, saving labour. 
They link truth with experience and do not 
consider truth the result of man’s social prac-
tice, but rather the product of man’s subject-
ive experience. To consider truth a linking of 
experiences leads to the view that truth is a 
process of ideas verifying themselves. James 
said, “The truth of an idea is not a stagnant 
property inherent in it. Truth  happens  to an 
idea. It becomes  true, is made  true by events. 
Its verity is in fact an event, a process: the pro-
cess namely of its verifying itself, its verifica-
tion. Its validity is the process of its validation.” 
[Pragmatism, p. 89]. Dewey also said that what 
is verified is true. Pragmatists often use the 
word  verification, but their verification is not 
dependent on social practice, is not dependent 
on objective things, but rather on man’s own 
ideas. Therefore, this kind of verification is in 
fact forejudging.

The pragmatist view of truth is built on 
forejudging. Pragmatists regard experience 
as something that does not depend on social 
practice but rather the product of subjective 
ideas. Therefore, the linking of this part of 
experience with another part is also a prod-
uct of pure subjective ideas. James said, “The 
fundamental achievement of humanism in my 
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view lies in the understanding that although 
a part of our experience depends on another 
part, the entire experience is self-containing 
and does not depend on anything.” We can see 
what pragmatists mean by experience from 
this statement and what they mean by the 
linking of experiences.

From the truth that stems from such ex-
perience and such linking of experiences, we 
can also see what kind of thing this kind of 
truth is. Pragmatists think that to answer the 
question, what is truth?, we have to see wheth-
er something originates in experience and 
whether it has been tested by the loss or gain, 
benefit or harm in experience. The reason that 
truth is truth is that it originates in experience 
and it has been judged to be so by using the 
criterion of gain or loss, benefit or harm. They 
use experience as the criterion of truth, and 
we have to look at how they treat experience. 
Pragmatists consider experience the experi-
ence of the subject; that is, experience that is 
controlled and dominated by one’s own con-
sciousness and belief. James said, “The ob-
jective part of experience is the sum total of 
what we think about at a given time and the 
objective part is our internal state. The ob-
jective entity of the universe viewed from the 
angle that it originates in experience is only 
an ideal image. We cannot know the existence 
of this image from inside; we can only see it 
from the outside. In fact, our internal state is 
our real experience. The reality of this state 
and the reality of our experience constitute an 
inseparable unity.” This experience of the in-
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ternal state gives rise to truth. Truth is a prod-
uct of experience; in other words, truth is a 
product of subjectivity. As truth has no objec-
tivity, pragmatists compare truth to a credit 
system: whoever believes in it, then it exists 
for him; whoever doesn’t believe it, then it dis-
appears. James said, “Truth lives, in fact, for 
the most part on a credit system. Our thoughts 
and beliefs ‘pass’ so long as nothing challenge 
them, just as banknotes pass so long as no-
body refuses them.” [Pragmatism, p. 91]

Therefore, James thought that although 
truth needs verification, it seldom needs com-
plete verification. It will do as long as we have 
faith in it. Pragmatists think that truth comes 
into being to satisfy man’s needs. Therefore, 
they think that whatever is valuable to man is 
truth. This view of truth as value is another 
way of denying the objectivity of truth. James 
said, “Our account of truth is an account of 
truths in the plural, of processes of leading, 
realized in rebus, and having only this quality 
in common, that they pay. They pay by guiding 
us into or towards some part of a system that 
dips at numerous points into sense-percepts, 
which we may copy mentally or not, but with 
which at any rate we are now in the kind of 
commerce vaguely designated as verification. 
Truth for us is simply a collective name for 
verification-processes, just as health, wealth, 
strength, etc., are names for other processes 
connected with life, and also pursued because 
it pays to pursue them. Truth is made, just as 
health, wealth and strength are made, in the 
course of experience.” [Pragmatism, p. 96] To 
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look upon truth as being valuable to man’s life, 
a value that can be cashed, is to write off the 
objectivity of truth. This is so because prag-
matists regard truth as a kind of  cash  which 
relies on the reserve of human life for its exist-
ence. To say that truth relies on man’s life for 
its existence or that truth is made, is to say that 
objective truth does not exist, that truth var-
ies from man to man. To look upon truth as 
valuable leads to looking upon truth as good. 
Pragmatists consider truth a kind of good; that 
what is good is also true. This trick of confus-
ing the category of epistemology with the cat-
egory of the theory of morality aims precisely 
at denying the objectivity of truth. Different 
societies and different classes have different 
criteria of morality. If truth is a kind of good, 
then there are different kinds of truth. If truth 
comes into being depending on one’s needs, 
and changes in accordance with man’s needs, 
then is there such a thing as the existence of 
objective truth? In one word, truth is subject-
ive and man-made; it does not possess any ob-
jectivity. This is the fundamental thinking of 
the pragmatists’ view of truth.

II. PRAGMATISTS THINK WHAT IS 
MOST USEFUL AND SATISFYING IS 

MOST TRUE

To consider truth as something useful and 
satisfying is a naked manifestation of denying 
the objectivity of truth. If we use being useful 
and satisfying to man as the criterion of truth, 
then lies, deception, falsehood and irrational-
ity can all become truth. For example, lies are 
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useful for the exploitative acts of the bourgeoi-
sie. They can satisfy the bourgeoisie. If we use 
this kind of criterion for truth, to measure the 
aggressive acts of the imperialists, then even 
aggression is a kind of truth, because aggres-
sion is useful to imperialism and can satisfy 
the imperialists.

To use what is useful and satisfying as 
the criterion of truth is a characteristic of the 
pragmatist view of truth. It is also an expres-
sion of the bourgeois class instinct of this 
school of philosophers. Pragmatists, whether 
James or Dewey, have talked a lot about this. 
James said, “A new idea that can most prop-
erly play its role and can satisfy our double 
needs is most true.” He thought, “you can 
either say that ‘it is useful because it is true’ or 
that ‘it is true because it is useful.’” [Pragma-
tism, p. 90] He thought that these two phrases 
are the same. That is to say, between the two 
words “true” and “useful” you can draw an 
equal sign. He thought that truth is a term for 
the verification process of an idea at the be-
ginning and useful is a term for the completed 
function in the course of experience.

In his view, a true idea is that which is use-
ful from the very beginning. Dewey said, “if 
ideas, meanings, concepts, theories or systems 
are a tool with respect to the active transform-
ation of an environment or the removal of a 
particular difficulty or disturbance, then their 
effect and value lie completely in the success 
of the work. If they succeed, then they are re-
liable, sound, effective, good and true. If they 
cannot remove disturbance, avoid errors, but 
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on the contrary, they cause increase in confu-
sion, doubt and disaster, then they are false. 
Conviction, confirmation and verification 
lie in effect and result.” In Dewey’s opinion, 
effect and result are the indication of truth 
and the measure distinguishing truth. Dewey 
changed pragmatism into instrumentalism. 
This indicates how much importance he at-
tached to this kind of effect and result.

Dewey held that this so-called truth is an 
abstract term. We have to wait and see wheth-
er it can be applied to things that people ex-
pect, hope for and obtain effect. Dewey once 
defended “satisfaction” and “effect” as the 
criteria for truth. He said, “for example, when 
truth is regarded as satisfaction, it is often mis-
construed as emotional satisfaction, personal 
comfort or the provision for purely personal 
needs. However, the satisfaction meant here is 
the satisfaction of the requirements and con-
ditions of problems that goals and methods of 
ideas and actions give rise to. This satisfaction 
includes public and objective conditions. It is 
not determined by whims or personal likes. 
Again, when truth is understood to mean ef-
fect, it is often considered an effect for purely 
personal goals or profit that a particular per-
son has in mind. The idea of considering truth 
an instrument to satisfy personal ambition 
and lust for power is very abhorrent. However, 
critics actually attribute such an idea to sane 
people. This is very strange indeed. As a mat-
ter of fact, to say that truth is effect means to 
contribute what ideology or theory considers 
feasible to the transformation of experience, 
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and that is the effect. The use of roads is not 
determined or measured by the degree that 
they facilitate the plundering of bandits. The 
use of roads is determined by whether in fact 
they have performed the function of roads; 
whether they have been the convenient and 
effective means of public transportation and 
communication. This is also the reason why 
the effect of an idea or hypothesis has become 
the criterion for the truth contained in that 
idea or hypothesis.”

In this paragraph, Dewey made a statement 
about what pragmatists mean by satisfaction 
or effect. First, it is not emotional satisfaction, 
but rather the satisfaction of ideas. Second, it 
is not the satisfaction of personal likes or am-
bitions, but rather the satisfaction of public or 
objective conditions. Third, it is an effect that 
contributes to the transformation of experi-
ence. In short, he thought that what he meant 
by satisfaction and effect has an objective and 
public basis. However, the satisfaction and 
effect he meant has to have a profit criterion. 
Whatever meets this profit criterion is satis-
faction, is effective. Whatever does not meet 
this criterion is lack of satisfaction, has little 
effect or no effect.

Now whose profit is Dewey using as his 
criterion? He changed personal satisfaction 
to public satisfaction. We have to see who 
this public is. As a class, the bourgeoisie is, 
of course, not an individual. Could it be that 
what is satisfaction and effect to the bourgeoi-
sie is truth? Thus, using the word “public” to 
replace the word “individual” does not change 
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the class essence.
Next, Dewey thought that what he meant 

by satisfaction and effect does not refer to 
emotional satisfaction but rather the satisfac-
tion of ideas. The word satisfaction is origin-
ally used to describe an emotional state. What 
he meant by the satisfaction of ideas is no 
more than compliance with ideas or subject-
ive desires, ideals, hopes, etc. In short, this 
is using subjective intentions as the criterion 
for truth. Whatever conforms with subjective 
intentions is the satisfaction of ideas and the 
satisfaction of ideas means truth. This is the 
pragmatist subjectivist view of truth.

Pragmatists think that truth refers to 
things that are effective for the transform-
ation of experience. Here we must first look 
at the true meaning of what the pragmatists 
mean by experience. And then we can judge 
the meaning of “that kind of effect of making 
a contribution to the transformation of experi-
ence.” The word experience in the mouth of 
pragmatists is a synonym for subjective ideas 
because what they call experience refers to the 
experience that can be separated from social 
practice, or experience that can be divorced 
from objective reality. Consequently, this 
kind of experience in substance is subjective 
ideas, speculation or wishes. Thus to say what 
is effective for the transformation of experi-
ence is true, in reality, is saying that what is 
effective for subjective ideas or speculation is 
truth. To make the criteria for truth depend-
ent on subjective ideas — this is the truth 
about the pragmatist view of truth. Therefore, 
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everything that Dewey did, changing emo-
tional satisfaction to the satisfaction of ideas, 
changing personal satisfaction to public satis-
faction, and regarding effect as the result of 
contributing to the transformation of experi-
ence, does not change the essence of the prag-
matic subjectivist view of truth. The master is 
more straightforward than the disciple. James 
was more concise and forthright than Dewey. 
James thought that usefulness and satisfac-
tion refer to human life. He thought that true 
ideas are beneficial to human life; if true ideas 
were of no benefit to human life and false 
ideas were useful ideas, then truth would not 
be considered sacred and would therefore not 
be precious. In James’ view, as long as you are 
allowed to rest on Sunday it won’t hurt you to 
believe that god is real. From this, we can see 
the nature of the pragmatist view of truth.

Using “usefulness” and “satisfaction” as 
the criteria for truth is the highest develop-
ment of the subjectivist view of truth. This en-
dows the view of truth with the character of 
a philistine philosophy and makes it ready to 
serve imperialism.

III. PRAGMATISTS THINK RELIGION 
IS ALSO TRUTH

Starting from their theory of truth, that 
what is useful and gives satisfaction is truth, 
pragmatists come to their “truth” about god. 
Believing in god is useful to them and gives 
them satisfaction. As was mentioned above, at 
least it allows you to rest on Sunday. In the 
hands of pragmatists, truth is this cheap. In 
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James’ view, if theology is useful to life, then 
theology is also truth. He said, “If theological 
ideas prove to have a value for concrete life, 
they will be true, for pragmatism, in the sense 
of being good for so much.” [Pragmatism, p. 
35] James not only thought that ideas that 
are useful to concrete life are true, but also 
thought that if believing in this idea is useful 
to man, then it is also true. From being useful 
to concrete life to believing that something is 
useful to life — this is the development of the 
pragmatist theory of truth, developing into 
a doctrine of belief. James said, “If there be 
any life that it is really better we should lead, 
and if there be any idea which, if believed in, 
would help us to lead that life, then it would be 
really better for us to believe in that idea, unless, 
indeed, belief in it incidentally clashed with other 
greater vital benefits.” [Pragmatism, p. 36-7]. Be-
lieve that it is true, and then it is true. This 
makes the pragmatist theory of truth depart 
from mundane life and ascend to heaven. The 
final resting place of the pragmatist theory of 
truth is fideism.

Pragmatists think that the definition of 
truth is an idea that we should believe in. 
James said, “I am well aware how odd it must 
seem to some of you to hear me say that an 
idea is ‘true’ so long as to believe it is profit-
able to our lives.” [Pragmatism, p. 36]. He paid 
such attention to “life” and attached such im-
portance to “experience,” and now he is saying 
that spirit can fill one’s stomach. Of course, it 
would seem odd to people.

The subjective idealist, Berkeley, said 
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existence means to be sensed. Pragmatists 
say existence means to be believed. They thus 
have inherited the mantle of Berkeley and the 
disciple exceeds the master.

In the end, all idealism is fideism; the 
proof being the course of the development 
of pragmatism. A philosophy that pays so 
much attention to “life” actually escapes from 
“life” into the dark world of “belief.” Using 
the criterion of the pragmatists, “useful” and 
“satisfactory,” we can say that this is because 
“belief” is more useful than “life,” and more 
satisfactory. Religion can benumb the will of 
the people; it can also set the mind of the ex-
ploiter at rest.

It can make the exploited resign them-
selves to fate and wait for death with folded 
arms. It surpasses the power of science and 
makes the world of the future into the world 
of god. Let us take a look at the description 
of the world of the future by Dewey: “Poet-
ry, art and religion are valuable things. They 
cannot be retained and preserved by merely 
loitering in the past, vainly hoping to restore 
what was destroyed in the movement of scien-
tific, industrial and political events. They are 
the result of thousands and tens of thousands 
of changes and encounters in daily life which 
are inadvertently formed into the flower of 
an imagined tendency of thought and desire. 
They are something that cannot be thought 
up or forced. Wherever the wind of the spirit 
blows, it is there. The paradise of these things 
does not come about through observation. 
The old sources of discredited religion and 
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art cannot be preserved or restored by scru-
tinized choice; however, the sources of future 
religion and art can be developed. Of course, 
not by actions that directly seek the genera-
tion of such sources, but rather by believing 
in the dynamic trend of the modern age and 
by not fearing or detesting that trend. And 
also, by the courage of the wisdom that dares 
to pursue the path pointed out to us by social 
and scientific changes. At present, we are im-
potent in terms of ideals because wisdom has 
been separated from desire. The environment 
forces us to advance in our daily belief and 
action. However, our deeper thoughts and de-
sires are actually turning back. When science 
and things are harmonized and make clear the 
meaning of our daily life and concentrate this 
meaning, science and emotions will penetrate 
each other, reality and imagination will em-
brace each other. Then poetry and religious 
feelings will be flowers that bloom naturally 
without any urging in our lives. At this tran-
sitional period, the task and problem of phil-
osophy are precisely to strengthen its explan-
ation, analysis and revelation of the meaning 
indicated by the present trend of events.” This 
is the final paragraph in Dewey’s book,  The 
Reform of Philosophy. As a matter of fact, his 
aim in reforming philosophy was to make re-
ligious feelings a flower in life. Who can make 
science and emotions penetrate each other? 
Who can make reality and imagination em-
brace each other? For the pragmatists, only 
god or divinity can do it. Therefore, Dewey 
said, “to use god or divinity in such terms to 
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express the combination of reality and ideal 
can prevent people from having disappoint-
ment or rebellion caused by the sense of iso-
lation.”

Dewey thought that religion has two basic 
elements in experience. First, compliance; 
second, the unseen power. Pragmatists con-
clude that truth is the belief in religion. This 
is an attempt to lead the enslaved people to 
comply with the unseen power so that they 
will not rebel against their superiors. There-
fore, considering religion to be truth is also 
in conformity with the pragmatist principle of 
truth, that it is whatever is useful and satis-
factory.

IV. “REALITY” IN THE EYES OF THE 
PRAGMATISTS

On the one hand, pragmatists look upon 
god as truth, and on the other hand, say that 
truth conforms with reality. This cannot but 
make us doubt the “reality” meant by prag-
matism. We have to analyse what pragmatists 
have said to determine whether their “reality” 
is god.

James held that truth is a property of our 
ideas, the significance of which is that it con-
forms to reality. “Truth is in conformity with 
reality.” This is what James has repeatedly 
said.

What is the so-called “reality” of the prag-
matists? James thought that the first part of 
reality was our flow of sensations, that this 
flow of sensations was imposed on us and that 
we did not know where they came from. The 
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second part of reality was the relationship be-
tween sensations or images. This relationship 
was derived from direct sensory data. The 
third part of reality was old truths. Wheth-
er one considers reality a flow of sensations 
or the relationship between sensations, it all 
boils down to one thing, that is, there is no 
reality outside or independent of man’s sensa-
tions, and reality depends on man’s sensations 
for its existence. Old truths are also derived 
from the flow of sensations or the relationship 
between sensations, therefore, they also de-
pend on man’s sensations for their existence. 
To look upon reality as something that de-
pends on man for its existence is to humanize 
reality. This so-called “humanized reality” 
is, as James said, a substitute which has been 
digested and cooked by man’s thinking. He 
thought that no matter where we found reality, 
it was something that had been embellished 
and made up, i.e., embellished and made up 
by thinking. There is no objective reality that 
is independent of and external to thinking. 
There is only the reality that has been embel-
lished and made up by thinking. Therefore, 
pragmatists think that reality is a soft piece 
of clay and can be moulded by people at will. 
The Chinese pragmatist Hu Shih also said, 
“To sum up: reality is the reality that has been 
changed by us. In this reality there are in-
numerable artificial elements. Reality is like 
an obedient doll; she lets us put make up on 
her and dress her up. Reality is like a piece of 
marble in our hands; it is up to us to make a 
statue out of it. The universe has undergone 
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our creation.” The reality that depends on 
man’s sensations for its existence and can be 
moulded by man at will is precisely the reality 
with which truth must conform. This kind of 
reality naturally cannot possess any objectiv-
ity or independence that is external to think-
ing. To say that truth conforms with this kind 
of reality is to consider truth subjective, to 
think that it has no objectivity. If truth is sub-
jective, then it does not contradict religion. 
For religion is nothing other than a product of 
man’s subjective illusions.

James thought that true things are all of 
reality and that the reality we know of is only 
sensible reality. This “sensible reality” is a 
flow formed by man’s sensations and emo-
tions. Reality is the flow of sensations. Prag-
matists and Machists are actually singing the 
same tune here.

Since reality is a flow of sensations, it does 
not have to be sought in the external world. It 
can be obtained from one’s own meditations. 
Therefore it is not to  think  that reality exists 
but rather it is best to believe in its existence. 
Consequently, reality and god have the same 
character. Pragmatists believe in the existence 
of reality; they also believe in the existence of 
god.

To deny the objectivity of reality is to deny 
the material character of the objective world. 
All idealists deny the objective reality of mat-
ter. Pragmatists and Machists inherited the 
same tradition from Berkeley. They consider 
matter a complex of sensations and therefore 
deny the objective reality of matter. James 
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said, “Berkeley’s criticism of ‘matter’ was 
consequently absolutely pragmatistic. Matter 
is known as our sensations of colour, figure, 
hardness and the like. They are the cash-value 
of the term. The difference matter makes to 
us by truly being is that we then get such sen-
sations; by not being, the sensations are what 
we lack there. These sensations then are its 
sole meaning. Berkeley doesn’t deny matter, 
then; he simply tells us what it consists of. It 
is a true name for so much in the way of sen-
sations.” [Pragmatism, p. 41] In this paragraph 
James openly acknowledged that he accepted 
Berkeley’s view and considered matter an ag-
gregate of sensations.

V. PRAGMATISTS DENY ABSOLUTE 
TRUTH

The denial of the existence of the external 
world and the denial that our knowledge re-
flects objective truth leads to the denial of ab-
solute truth. Pragmatists deny absolute truth. 
They do not acknowledge absolute truth ob-
jective and independent of man’s will. In 
this connection, pragmatists have said many 
things and given many examples to illustrate 
the non-existence of absolute truth. James 
thought that we cannot say that scientific 
things, the corpuscular and etheric world, are 
more true. We can only say that it is as if they 
existed. But in reality, they are like coordin-
ates or logarithms, only artificial shortcuts for 
taking us from one part to another of experi-
ence’s flux. (Parts of the above sentences are 
quotes from James; see Pragmatism, p. 84). To 
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deny the existence of things and to deny the 
corpuscular and etheric world means natural-
ly that there is no objective truth or absolute 
truth.

James thought that it is very difficult to say 
what is absolutely true in our life. He thought 
that there are at least three different criteria 
for truth. First, common sense; second, sci-
ence; and third, philosophy. “Common sense 
is better for one sphere of life, science for an-
other, philosophic criticism for a third; but 
whether either be truer absolutely, Heaven 
only knows.” [Pragmatism, p. 84]

James said, “In many familiar objects 
everyone will recognize the human element. 
We conceive a given reality in this way or in 
that, to suit our purpose, and the reality pas-
sively submits to the conception. You can take 
the number 27 as 3 squared, or as the product 
of 3 and 9, or as 26 plus 1, or 100 minus 73, or 
in countless other ways, of which one will be 
just as true as another. You can take a chess-
board as black squares on a white ground, or 
as white squares on a black ground, and nei-
ther conception is a false one.” [Pragmatism, p. 
110]. This example says that there is no abso-
lute reality and no absolute truth. Reality and 
the truth of reality are arranged by people at 
will. Everything is relative and regulated ac-
cording to man’s needs.

The Chinese Wu Shih also said, “A sky full 
of stars means different relationships to the 
poet and to the astronomer. With respect to 
the same two things, you mainly see the tem-
poral sequence, but I may see the causal rela-
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tionship. With respect to the same speech, you 
may think that the man’s voice is well modu-
lated, and I may think that his arguments are 
very cogent. As for a hundred coins, you can 
stack them in two piles of 50 each, or four 
piles of 25 each, or ten piles of ten each.” This 
is a repetition of what James said. It denies the 
objectivity of truth and denies absolute truth. 
For him, truth is at the mercy of man.

Pragmatists think that Ptolemy’s astron-
omy, Euclid’s space, Aristotle’s logic, and 
hairsplitting metaphysics, are all a kind of 
relative truth, or in other words, “truth in 
the sphere of experience.” Absolutely speak-
ing, they are all false. Pragmatists think that 
we can only live in the truth of today; when 
tomorrow comes, what is true becomes false 
and is then discarded. Pragmatists deny ob-
jective truth and consequently put forward a 
relativist view of truth, claiming that there is 
no absolute truth, that all truths are tempor-
ary, are truths of today, are in the sphere of ex-
perience, but that there is no eternal truth and 
no truth of tomorrow, or truth outside of the 
sphere of experience. This makes truth a tool 
for temporary use. Therefore, pragmatists can 
only believe that things are true but cannot 
consider things themselves true. In this way, 
pragmatism has paved the way for fideism.

Starting from relativism, pragmatists 
put forward a pluralistic cosmology. What is 
meant by this pluralistic cosmology is to deny 
the unity of matter in the world. Pragmatists 
think that the independence of an infinites-
imal part of the unity will destroy this unity, 
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just as a caloric germ destroys the purity of a 
glass of water. Therefore, they think that ab-
solute theories are just an article, an arbitrary 
article of faith. Logically, a monistic universe 
exists, but experientially it doesn’t.

To deny absolute truth, which is the sum 
total of relative truth, is part of the main con-
tent of the pragmatist view of truth. Pragma-
tists and Machists are both relativists. When 
one considers relativism the basis of epistem-
ology, one necessarily arrives at scepticism, 
agnosticism and sophistry. The fact that prag-
matists regard all theories as hypotheses is de-
rived from this kind of relativism.

Lenin said, “it is obvious that for dialectic-
al materialism there is no impassable bound-
ary between relative and absolute truth... 
From the standpoint of modern material-
ism, i.e., Marxism, the limits of approximation 
of our knowledge to objective, absolute truth 
are historically conditional, but the existence 
of such truth is unconditional, and the fact that 
we are approaching nearer to it is also un-
conditional. The contours of the picture are 
historically conditional, but the fact that this 
picture depicts an objectively existing model 
is unconditional. When and under what cir-
cumstances we reached, in our knowledge of 
the essential nature of things, the discovery of 
alizarin in coal tar or the discovery of elec-
trons in the atom is historically conditional; 
but that every such discovery is an advance 
of ‘absolutely objective knowledge’ is uncon-
ditional. In a word, every ideology is historic-
ally conditional, but it is unconditionally true 
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that to every scientific ideology (as distinct, 
for instance, from religious ideology), there 
corresponds an objective truth, absolute na-
ture.” [Materialism and Empirio-Criticism,  pp. 
152-3.] The explanation by Lenin about the re-
lationship between relative truth and absolute 
truth exposes the nature of the sophistry of 
relativism and enables us to recognize the re-
actionary nature of the Machist view of truth 
and also to expose the nature of the pragma-
tist view of truth very easily. Pragmatism and 
Machism are both of the same feather. They 
deny absolute truth and advocate relativism. 
This is to prepare a theoretical basis for the 
justification of the bourgeoisie. If there is no 
absolute truth, then there is no action that vio-
lates truth; thus one can exonerate the reac-
tionary ruling class of its crimes. This is the 
real intention of the pragmatists in insisting 
on the relativist view of truth.

VI. THE PRAGMATISTS’ CRITERION 
OF “PRACTICE”

What is the criterion of the truth of theor-
ies? What, after all, indicates the correctness 
of our ideas? This is a question that a theory 
about truth must ultimately solve. Looking at 
truth in the context of the pragmatists’ rela-
tivist view of truth, truth does not have any 
criterion, and correctness is relative and un-
certain. “A” says that he is right; “B” says that 
he is right. That truth on one side or the other 
is not absolute but only relative. Therefore, 
pragmatists do not have any choice between 
truth and falsehood; they only have confusion 
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and muddle. And they escape finally into faith. 
That is, as long as they believe something to 
be true, then it is true.

We dialectical materialists consider prac-
tice the criterion of truth. Lenin pointed out, 
“If what our practice confirms is the sole, 
ultimate and objective truth, then from this 
must follow the recognition that the only path 
to this truth is the path of science, which holds 
the materialist point of view.” [Materialism 
and Empirio-Criticism, p. 161]. Comrade Mao 
Tsetung expanded the criterion of practice 
for truth in great detail in his “On Practice.” 
He pointed out that only social practice gives 
rise to man’s knowledge. He also pointed out 
that what is more important is, after gaining 
theoretical knowledge through practice, that 
this theoretical knowledge should go back to 
practice. Only by redirecting rational know-
ledge to social practice, and applying theory 
to practice, to see whether it can obtain the 
premeditated objective, can one know wheth-
er a theory conforms to objective truth or not. 
Comrade Mao Tsetung said, “Dialectical ma-
terialism is universally true because it is im-
possible for anyone to escape from its domain 
in his practice. The history of human know-
ledge tells us that the truth of many theories 
is incomplete and that this incompleteness is 
remedied through the test of practice. Many 
theories are erroneous and it is through the 
test of practice that their errors are corrected. 
That is why practice is the criterion of truth 
and why ‘the standpoint of life, of practice, 
should be first and fundamental in the theory 
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of knowledge.’ Stalin has well said, ‘Theory 
becomes purposeless if it is not connected 
with revolutionary practice, Just as practice 
gropes in the dark if its path is not illumined 
by revolutionary theory.’” [On Practice, Select-
ed Readings, p. 77].

Pragmatists also use the word “prac-
tice” very frequently. Do pragmatists also 
use practice as a criterion of truth? No. The 
word “practice” in the dictionary of pragma-
tists has a different meaning. First, the prac-
tice of pragmatists is not social practice but 
a kind of biological practice: the instinct of 
“stimulus-response” of living beings. And 
experience is gained from this kind of in-
stinctive action. Therefore, pragmatists think 
that the traditional concept of experience 
has changed. “Experience has changed into 
first and foremost doing. An organism does 
not merely stand without doing a thing, like 
Micawber, waiting for something to happen. 
It does not remain silent, relaxed and waiting 
for something external to happen to it. In ac-
cordance with the complexity or simplicity of 
its structure, it acts on the environment; as a 
result, the changes produced in the environ-
ment in turn react to this organism and its 
activities. This living being experiences and 
feels the result of its own actions. The close 
relationship between the action and the feel-
ing or experience constitutes what we call ‘ex-
perience.’” The practice meant by pragmatists 
is the practice which obtains the above-men-
tioned experience. It is not social practice but 
the act of adjustment on the part of a living 
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being to its environment. This kind of action 
Dewey considers the most important fact 
in philosophy and a fundamental category. 
Dewey said, “Several important meanings in 
philosophy are henceforth discovered. First, 
the interaction between an organism and the 
environment in the course of making use of 
the environment for adaptation is the most 
important fact and fundamental category. 
Knowledge, on the contrary, is relegated to a 
subordinate position; even if it is established 
and its position is important, its source is still 
secondary. Knowledge is not isolated or some-
thing self-sufficient, but rather something in-
cluded in the method to maintain and develop 
life. Sensations have lost their position as the 
gates to knowledge but assumed the proper 
position of being a stimulus to action. The 
sensations of the eye or the ear for an animal 
are not just a kind of meaningless knowledge 
of insignificant things in the world, but rather 
a kind of invitation or enticement for action in 
response to needs. They are the fuse of action 
and a guiding element for the adaptation to 
the environment in life.” To the pragmatists, 
practice is a kind of act of adaptation on 
the part of an organism to maintain life and 
stimulate action. Practice is a kind of action 
of adjustment. If we use this kind of practice 
as a criterion of truth, then truth becomes an 
instrument that can satisfy people’s needs, is 
useful to people, and is dependent on people’s 
interests. The instrumentalist view of truth is 
based on the pragmatist view of practice.

Second, the practice of the pragmatists 
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is not social practice but a kind of faith. This 
faith produces action and this action produ-
ces experience. James said, “Nouns and ad-
jectives are man-made heritage. With them we 
constitute the inner order and arrangement 
of theories. These are all products of man’s 
thinking. The non-contradiction of know-
ledge is also one of its products. Mathematics 
and logic are full of man-made arrangements. 
Physics, astronomy and biology on the whole 
show people’s predilections. When we throw 
ourselves into the realm of new experiences, 
we carry with us the beliefs handed down by 
our ancestors and formed by ourselves. They 
determine what we pay attention to and our 
attention determines what we do. What we do 
determines what we experience.” From belief, 
to attention, to doing, to experience: this is 
the process of the pragmatists’ practice. The 
process of the pragmatists’ practice is con-
trolled by will or belief. Truth that is built 
on such practice is dependent on man’s sub-
jective will or belief. Comrade Mao Tsetung 
said, “The truth of any knowledge or theory 
is determined not by subjective feelings, but 
by objective results in social practice. Only 
social practice can be the criterion of truth. 
The standpoint of practice is the primary and 
basic standpoint in the dialectical-material-
ist theory of knowledge.” [On Practice,  loc. 
cit., pp. 67-8] The pragmatist criterion of truth 
is the opposite of Comrade Mao Tsetung’s 
viewpoint of practice. The practice they talk 
about is not social practice but an act of faith.

The practice of pragmatists is blind prac-
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tice, a practice that looks down upon theory. 
Not only do they look down upon the function 
of theory, but they also look down upon the 
function of knowledge. “Trial and error” — 
this is the pragmatists’ formula for the action 
of practice: constant trials, constant discovery 
of errors. From the continuous errors discov-
ered in rectification one continues trying and 
proceeds indefinitely in this manner. This is 
the form of “practice” used by the pragma-
tists. In such a form of practice, pragmatists 
look at man’s action as an emotional action 
lacking reason. Dewey once gave an example 
to illustrate that one’s actions are determined 
by emotions. He said, “A notetaker, when he 
is writing smoothly, does not feel the pressure 
of the pencil on the paper or his hand. It is no 
more than a stimulus which makes the hand-
ling at the time adroit and effective. This felt 
activity, automatically and unintentionally, 
elicited the proper reaction of its motor organ. 
Thus, a result that is derived from habit and 
exists before the action becomes an inher-
ent biological link in the nerve system. If the 
point of the pencil is broken or not very sharp, 
then the habit of writing cannot proceed so 
smoothly; then a person feels an impact, feels 
that there is something wrong. This change in 
emotion then becomes a stimulus to the ne-
cessary change in activity: the person looks at 
his pencil, either sharpens it or takes out an-
other pencil from his pocket. This sensation 
is a pivot in arranging actions. It indicates the 
disruption of a definite process in writing and 
the beginning of another act.” Impact arouses 
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a change in emotion, and a change in emotion 
arouses action: this is the pragmatic process 
of practice. Therefore Dewey advocates “sen-
sations are rather emotive and practical than 
cognitive or related to knowledge.” Pragma-
tists think that actions are not determined 
by reason, therefore their philosophy is wel-
comed by all those people who have lost their 
reason.

VII. THE PRAGMATISTS’ VIEW OF 
“TRUTH-PROCESS”

Comrade Mao Tsetung said in his “On 
Practice”: “Discover the truth through prac-
tice, and again through practice verify and 
develop the truth. Start from perceptual 
knowledge and actively develop it into ration-
al knowledge; then start from rational know-
ledge and actively guide revolutionary prac-
tice to change both the subjective and the 
objective world. Practice, knowledge, again 
practice, and again knowledge. This form re-
peats itself in endless cycles, and with each 
cycle the content of practice and knowledge 
rises to a higher level. Such is the whole of the 
dialectical-materialist theory of knowledge, 
and such is the dialectical-materialist theory 
of the unity of knowing and doing.” [pp. 81-
2]. From the viewpoint of dialectical material-
ism, truth is a process, the process of practice. 
Therefore, Lenin said, “Truth is a process. 
From the subjective idea, man advances to-
wards objective truth through “practice” (and 
technique).” [“Conspectus of Hegel’s  Science 
of Logic,” Collected Works, XXXVIII, p. 201]. 
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Hegel thought that in its development, truth 
passed through three stages: one, life; two, 
the process of knowledge, which includes hu-
man practice and technique; three, the stage 
of the absolute idea (i.e., of complete truth). 
Lenin critically assimilated the reasonable 
nucleus of the above, and pointed out, “Life 
gives rise to the brain. Nature is reflected 
in the human brain. By checking and apply-
ing the correctness of these reflections in his 
practice and technique, man arrives at object-
ive truth.” [Ibid]. Dialectical materialists look 
upon truth as a process. This is because we 
consider truth to be a process of social prac-
tice, that truth is a process of going from rela-
tive truth towards absolute truth; that truth is 
a process which our relative knowledge grad-
ually approximates. Lenin said, “Cognition is 
the eternal, endless approximation of thought 
to the object. The reflection of nature in man’s 
thought must be understood not ‘lifelessly,’ not 
‘abstractly,’ not devoid of movement, not without 
contradictions, but in the eternal  process  of 
movement, the arising of contradictions and 
their solution.” [Ibid, p. 195]. In short, dialect-
ical materialists think of truth as a process for 
the following reasons:

First, practice is the criterion of truth; 
“man by his practice proves the objective cor-
rectness of his ideas, concepts, knowledge, 
science.” [Ibid, p. 191]. Truth can only realize 
itself in the process of practice.

Two: we acknowledge the existence of ab-
solute truth, and that to reach absolute truth 
is a process. The absolute truth that is com-
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posed of the sum total of relative truth is grad-
ually arrived at, is a process.

Three: That cognition is the eternal, end-
less, approximation of thought to the object, 
is eternal and endless movement, is a process 
of the movement of contradictions.

Pragmatists also consider truth a pro-
cess. Is there anything in common between 
them and us? The meaning of the pragmatist’s 
“truth-process” is in direct opposition to the 
meaning of our “truth is a process.” Pragma-
tists always resort to one trick, that is, they 
pass off fisheyes for pearls. The books written 
by pragmatists are full of words like “experi-
ence,” “reality,” “practice” and “truth-pro-
cess,” pretending that they had some rela-
tionship with materialism by marriage. As a 
matter of fact, these words are all instruments 
used by pragmatists to achieve the goal of 
creating confusion, and pragmatists consider 
truth to be a process wholly to deny objective 
truth.

The “truth-process” meant by pragmatists 
considers truth a process of the verification of 
mental images. James once gave an example. 
A person went into a big forest and lost his 
way. He became hungry. Suddenly he discov-
ered footprints of cattle on the ground, so it 
occurred to him that if he followed the foot-
prints of the cattle he could find some hous-
es. Therefore, “true ideas” are true because 
they have this practical value of guidance, and 
truth is a process of the verification of such 
“true ideas.” James thought that truth is not 
a goal but a preliminary means of tending 
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towards other satisfactions in life. Truth is a 
tendency to satisfy life, a preliminary means. 
This is the essence of the pragmatist view of 
“truth-process.” Pragmatists think that truth 
is a process of guiding, from guiding to com-
plete verification. Therefore, James said, the 
true-ness of an idea lies in the fact that it has 
a valuable function of guiding. “Guidance” 
then gives rise to “truth-process.” “Guidance” 
then becomes the “prototype” of “truth-pro-
cess.” Who gives “guidance”? It is an “idea,” 
a “mental image.” Pragmatists think that 
truth is a method, and this method guides the 
experience of a given time to another time and 
makes it valuable. In other words, “truth-pro-
cess” is the linking between experiences, the 
linking between ideas, and the linking be-
tween mental images. This, then, completely 
denies that truth is a process of social prac-
tice and looks upon the process of truth as a 
process of pure ideas which is divorced from 
social practice.

The entire process of this pragmatic truth 
starts from assumptions and ends with suc-
cess. Dewey thought that an assumption that 
can play a role is truth and whether a theory 
is reliable, sound, effective, good or true de-
pends on whether it is like an instrument, and 
whether it can make one’s work succeed. To 
say that truth is a process means the process 
from assumption to success. Truth should 
be discovered through practice; however, for 
pragmatists, it is through assumption that 
truth is discovered. Truth should be verified 
and developed through practice; but for the 
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pragmatist, truth is verified through success. 
Since “success” is the criterion of truth, the 
process of truth is also the process of success. 
Can we say that the “success” of the bourgeoi-
sie In making a fortune is completing a pro-
cess of truth? To look upon truth as a process 
of success is a view of truth that justifies the 
interest of the bourgeoisie, pure and simple.

The pragmatist view of “truth-process” 
puts the process itself above everything else. 
The goal is nothing, the process is everything. 
For example, Dewey said, “the process of 
growth, improvement and progress is more 
important than static result or accomplish-
ment. The so-called ‘good’ lies not in ‘health,’ 
which is decided to be an unchangeable goal, 
but rather lies in the process of progress-con-
tinuation, which health demands. The goal 
is no longer the terminus or boundary to be 
reached. It is a process of activity to change 
the present situation. The goal in life lies not 
in the ‘completeness’ which is considered the 
final victory point, but lies in eternal process 
of completion, cultivation and improvement. 
Honesty, industry, restraint, fairness, like 
health, wealth and learning, if looked upon as 
fixed goals, seem to be things that we can pos-
sess. But in reality they are not things we can 
possess. They are the direction in which the 
character of experience changes. Only growth 
itself is the ‘aim’ of morality.” This is the appli-
cation of the view “truth-process” in the field 
of morality. In the eyes of the pragmatists, the 
aim of health is not important. The most im-
portant thing is the process to increase health. 
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This is the manifestation of “the goal is noth-
ing, the process is everything” in the field 
of morality. The aim of placing the process 
above everything else is to lead to the conclu-
sion of “meliorism.” Dewey said, “Meliorism 
believes that the particular situation at a given 
time, no matter whether it be good or bad, can 
always be improved.” The world is always in 
a process of improvement, so there is no use 
for revolution. The aim of advocating that the 
process is everything is to oppose revolution 
and to persuade people to carry out constant 
improvement in the process of history. There-
fore, the theory of “truth-process” is an anaes-
thetic that lulls the people’s will, with which 
pragmatists serve imperialists.

In using “process” to exclude “goal,” the 
theory “truth-process” tries to make people 
discard the goal of revolution. The goal is 
nothing — then people do not have to long for 
the future, and it is not necessary to struggle 
for the future. This is a deception deceiving 
the working class into detaching themselves 
from the goal of revolution.

VIII. PRAGMATISTS THINK THAT 
TRUTH IS A MEANS OF EXPEDIENCY

Pragmatism is the ideology of the reac-
tionary bourgeoisie in the period of imperial-
ism. It reflects the greed, brutality, aggression 
and unscrupulous intention of the monopoly 
capitalist class. The birth of pragmatist phil-
osophy marks the desperate struggle of the 
reactionary bourgeoisie on the verge of ex-
tinction. On the one hand, they show that they 
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have only contempt for theory and repudiate 
theory in front of the people; but on the other 
hand, with great industry, they are trying to 
build their “theoretical” system, and they are 
endlessly doing propaganda for this theoretic-
al system. When the reactionary bourgeoisie 
is actually engaged in the most heinous acts, 
and when their attitude is unrepentant, it is 
precisely at this time that they declare that 
there is no evil and no good in this world, by 
which means they try to cover up their crimes. 
When the reactionary bourgeoisie engages 
in cheating and using deceptive means to ex-
ploit and enslave the people, it is precisely 
then they declare that there is neither truth 
nor falsehood, so as to cover up their brutal 
acts. The aim of their denying the objectivity 
of truth and absolute truth is to cover up their 
crimes. The pragmatist view of truth precisely 
answers this need of the bourgeoisie. Those 
who fear the truth are precisely those who 
deny objective truth and ignore reality. There-
fore, the pragmatist view of truth is welcomed 
by all the people who fear truth. People who 
fear truth welcome the pragmatist view of 
truth because they can use it to stand truth on 
its head and confound black and white. In the 
eyes of these people, “truth” has become an 
instrument that can be used at will. The prag-
matist instrumentalist view of truth precisely 
turns the “truth” into this kind of instrument.

There is a saying of James that can best 
represent the spirit of the pragmatist view of 
truth. He said, “‘The true,’  to put it very brief-
ly,  is only the expedient in the way of our think-
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ing, just as ‘the right’ is only the expedient in the 
way of our behaving.” [Pragmatism, p. 98]. From 
looking upon truth as a means of expediency, 
we can gather the character of this philosophy 
of pragmatism. The reason that this philoso-
phy is welcomed by the imperialists is because 
it possesses this character and can justify all 
imperialist aggressive acts. The generaliza-
tion of “truth” as “expedient” very pointed-
ly expresses the characteristic of pragmatist 
philosophy. Pragmatists deny objective truth. 
They deny objective reality and absolute truth. 
They acknowledge that religion is truth and 
use “satisfaction” and “usefulness” as the cri-
teria of truth. All this content of the pragmatist 
view of truth can be subsumed under the word 
“expedient.” To look upon “truth” as a means 
of expediency is naturally most useful and 
most satisfying to the imperialists. If “truth” 
is looked upon as a means of expediency, then 
it is not necessary to discuss its objectivity, 
and it is not necessary to discuss whether it 
corresponds to reality. All reactionaries need 
a kind of “means of expediency” so that they 
can treat the people as brutally as they wish.

Therefore, it is an important task for 
theoretical circles to expose the reactionary 
essence of pragmatist philosophy to eradicate 
its influence and defend Marxism-Leninism 
and dialectical materialism.
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CHAPTER III.
THE METHODOLOGY OF 

PRAGMATISM: REPLACEMENT 
OF SCIENTIFIC ARGUMENT BY 

SOPHISTRY

I. PRAGMATIST PHILOSOPHY BEGINS 
WITH SOPHISTRY

When people need to confuse black and 
white and use forced arguments, they resort 
to sophistry and use sophistry to replace sci-
entific argumentation.

What is sophistry? Sophistry is views ex-
pressed on the basis of groundless hypoth-
eses. Sophistry uses presuppositions to re-
place facts and the method of forced argu-
ments to replace reasoning. In his Conspectus 
of Hegel’s Science of Logic, Lenin quoted this 
passage from Hegel: “For sophistry is an argu-
ment proceeding from a baseless supposition 
which is allowed without criticism or reflec-
tion; while we term dialectic that higher move-
ment of Reason where terms appearing abso-
lutely distinct pass into one another through 
themselves through what they are, and the 
assumption of their separateness cancels it-
self.” [Lenin, Collected Works, XXXVIII, 107]. 
Sophistry is in direct opposition to dialectics. 
Lenin thinks that dialectics is this kind of 
theory: “Dialectics is the teaching which shows 
how  opposites  can be and how they happen 
to be (how they become)  identical, — under 
what conditions they are identical, becom-
ing transformed into one another, — why the 
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human mind should grasp these opposites 
not as dead, rigid, but as living, conditional, 
mobile, becoming transformed into one an-
other.” [Op. cit., p. 109]. In opposition to dia-
lectics, pragmatists use quibbling and equivo-
cal words, eclecticism, to carry their sophistry 
of forced arguments. Lenin pointed out that 
eclecticism and sophistry are the subject-
ive application of the flexibility of concepts, 
whereas dialectics is the objective application 
of the flexibility of concepts. The pragmatists 
have reached an apex in their subjective appli-
cation of the flexibility of concepts. This is an 
important feature of pragmatist philosophy.

According to James, pragmatist philoso-
phy was presented for the purpose of harmon-
izing and reaching a compromise. Pragma-
tists attempt to reach a compromise between 
rationalism and empiricism and to harmonize 
idealism and materialism. In James’ opin-
ion, the appearance of pragmatism is to solve 
philosophical dilemmas. What are the philo-
sophical dilemmas? Facts are good, of course, 
give us lots of facts. Principles are good, give 
us lots of principles. The world is one if you 
look at it in one way, but it is many if you look 
at it in another way. Everything is determined 
and yet man’s will is free. The evil of the part 
does exist but the whole can’t be evil. There-
fore, pessimism can be combined with opti-
mism. There is not enough religiousness in 
the empiricist philosophy but in the rational-
istic philosophy, there is too little experience. 
Facts and principles, “one” and “many,” fatal-
ism and free will, pessimism and optimism, 
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empiricism and rationalism — all these in the 
eyes of the pragmatist cannot solve the prob-
lem. Therefore, the layman in philosophy does 
not adopt an extreme attitude and does not 
put forward a philosophical system. How to 
solve such dilemmas? Pragmatists think that 
the only way is to mix the two. James divided 
past philosophers into two kinds: one kind be-
ing the so-called “tender-minded”; these phil-
osophers are rationalists who go by principles; 
they are intellectualistic, idealistic, optimis-
tic, religious, free-willist, monistic and dog-
matic. The other kind of philosopher is the 
so-called “tough-minded.” These philoso-
phers are empiricist; they are sensationalistic, 
materialistic, pessimistic, irreligious, fatalis-
tic, pluralistic and sceptical. In James’ view, 
the pragmatists are neither tender-minded nor 
tough-minded, but rather the harmony of the 
two. Therefore, in the first chapter of Pragma-
tism,  James states his purpose very clearly, 
that pragmatism is the philosophy that guides 
people to look for a method of compromise in 
thinking.

James thought that pragmatism is a meth-
od; it is a method that can solve the contro-
versies in metaphysics. It is a method that can 
harmonize tender-minded and tough-mind-
ed philosophers. Without this method, argu-
ments will go on forever, confrontations will 
never be reconciled. Therefore, as soon as it 
appeared, pragmatism assumed the guise of 
being a “peace-maker.” Due to the need of 
being a “peace-maker,” the entire philosophy 
of pragmatism has to be looked upon as only 
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a method. With such a method, all confron-
tations can be reconciled. James tried to per-
suade people that on the one hand one must 
maintain a good relationship with facts, and 
on the other hand one should treat religion 
sincerely and not discard it. Pragmatists at-
tempt to be a mediator between “facts” and 
“religion.” This then leads them willy-nilly 
onto the road of sophistry. Eclecticism can 
only rely on sophistry. The aim of adopting 
eclecticism in philosophy is to confuse right 
and wrong and to turn black and white upside 
down. And to achieve the aim of confusing 
right and wrong and turning black and white 
upside down, one has to rely on sophistry.

When James began to discuss the mean-
ing of pragmatism, he used sophistry. In dis-
cussing the meaning of pragmatism in Chap-
ter Two of his book Pragmatism, James used 
the following story to begin: some years ago 
he was with a camping party in the mountains 
and found everyone engaged in a ferocious 
metaphysical dispute. The question of the dis-
pute was a squirrel. A squirrel is supposed to 
be clinging to one side of a tree trunk, while 
over against the opposite side of the tree, a 
man is imagined to stand. This man tries to 
get sight of the squirrel by walking around the 
tree, but the squirrel also runs around the tree 
to escape this man. The tree is always between 
the man and the squirrel and neither ever sees 
the other. The metaphysical problem now is 
this: does the man go around the squirrel or 
not? There are as many people who say “yes” 
as there are who say “no” and both sides in-
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sist on their own opinions and will not give 
up. They all appeal to James, hoping that his 
agreement will make their side the majority. 
To solve this dispute, he said, “Which party is 
right depends on what you practically mean by 
‘going round’ the squirrel. If you mean pass-
ing from the north of him to the east, then to 
the south, then to the west, and then to the 
north of him again, obviously the man does 
go round him, for he occupies these successive 
positions. But if, on the contrary, you mean 
being first in front of him, then on the right 
of him, then behind him, then on his left, and 
finally in front again, it is quite obvious that 
the man fails to go around him, for by the 
compensating movements the squirrel makes, 
he keeps his belly turned towards the man all 
the time, and his back turned away. Make the 
distinction, and there is no occasion for any 
further dispute. You are both right and both 
wrong according as you conceive the verb 
‘to go round’ in one practical fashion or the 
other.” [Pragmatism, pp. 22-3]. Beginning with 
this story, James then proceeded to discuss his 
pragmatist philosophy. He thought that prag-
matism is a method of settling metaphysical 
disputes that otherwise might be intermin-
able. He thought that the pragmatist method 
is to try to interpret each notion by tracing 
its respective practical consequences. If we 
do not distinguish the truth or falsehood of a 
notion by its practical consequences, then the 
alternatives mean practically the same thing, 
and all dispute is idle. He thought that when 
a dispute is heated, we should not merely say 
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that this side is right or that side is right; we 
should be pointing out the practical differ-
ences between this being right and that side 
being right. You can say it is completely right, 
and  you  also can say it is completely wrong, 
but one cannot say that this side is right or that 
side is wrong. This is the pragmatist method 
of settling disputes. To determine which ques-
tion is right depends, in the final analysis, on 
the practical consequences of this question. 
Practical consequences vary from person 
to person, from thing to thing, from time to 
time, and from place to place. If the truth or 
falsehood of a notion has its practical conse-
quences as its criterion, this then implies that 
it has no objective criterion. Sophistry must 
have as its premise the denial of objective 
truth. Pragmatists indeed proceed from deny-
ing objective truth to sophistry.

In order to meet the needs of sophistry, 
pragmatists turn their own philosophy into 
a hodgepodge. James said, “Pragmatism un-
stiffens all our theories, limbers them up and 
sets each one at work. Being nothing essen-
tially new, it harmonizes with many ancient 
philosophic tendencies. It agrees with nom-
inalism for instance, in always appealing to 
particulars; with utilitarianism in emphasiz-
ing practical aspects; with positivism in its 
disdain for verbal solutions, useless questions 
and metaphysical abstractions.” [Pragmatism, 
p. 26] Since pragmatism agrees with so many 
philosophic tendencies, people can get what 
they need at will from pragmatism. Pragma-
tism has this characteristic of harmonizing 
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various philosophic tendencies and meeting 
the needs of various quarters, which then 
makes it an important tool of sophistry.

James compares pragmatism to a corri-
dor. He said, “As the young Italian pragmatist 
Papini has well said, it lies in the midst of our 
theories, like a corridor in a hotel. Innumer-
able chambers open out of it. In one you may 
find a man writing an atheistic volume; in the 
next someone on his knees praying for faith 
and strength; in a third a chemist investigat-
ing a body’s properties. In a fourth a system of 
idealistic metaphysics is being excogitated; in 
a fifth the impossibility of metaphysics is be-
ing shown. But they all own the corridor, and 
all must pass through it if they want a prac-
ticable way of getting into or out of their re-
spective rooms.” [Pragmatism, p. 27]. Pragma-
tists look upon their philosophy as something 
atheists can use, and theists can also use; sci-
entists can use, and metaphysicians can also 
use. They think that this way it can harmonize 
the opposition of various philosophies, but as 
a matter of fact the harmonization of oppos-
ition is only a pretence or a cover-up used for 
sophistry so as to serve the interests of the 
bourgeoisie, which is their real intention. To 
describe pragmatism as a road that everybody 
must take reveals the character of sophistry 
of this philosophy. The characteristic of soph-
istry is confusing right and wrong and turning 
black and white upside down. The analogy of 
the corridor means not being clear about right 
and wrong and not distinguishing white from 
black. Do atheists, scientists and people who 
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are opposed to metaphysics have to take the 
corridor of pragmatism? No, they won’t. The-
ists, idealists and metaphysicians do need this 
corridor so that they can have free access to 
the sanctuary of Jehovah.

To make their philosophy into a “corridor” 
so that different people can come and go at 
will, pragmatists must make this philosophy 
into eclecticism and sophistry. Only eclec-
ticism and sophistry can endow pragmatism 
with the character of “corridor.” Sophistry is 
the most important characteristic of pragma-
tist methodology. In the following sections, I 
will further prove this point.

II. PRAGMATISTS USE 
PRESUPPOSITION TO REPLACE 

SCIENTIFIC HYPOTHESIS

The characteristic of pragmatism in the 
sphere of methodology is sophistry, and soph-
istry must rely on groundless “hypotheses.” 
Therefore, pragmatists always emphasize the 
meaning and the function of “hypothesis,” 
and place “hypothesis” in a very important 
position in methodology. The “hypothesis” 
meant by the pragmatists is not a scientific 
hypothesis but rather a groundless “hypoth-
esis.” A groundless “hypothesis” is a presup-
position, and the methodology of pragmatism 
is built on the foundation of presupposition.

A scientific hypothesis is a necessary step 
in the process of establishing laws. Engels 
said, “The form of development of natural sci-
ence, in so far as it thinks, is the hypothesis. 
A new fact is observed which makes impos-
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sible the previous mode of explanation of the 
facts belonging to the same group. From this 
moment onwards new modes of explanation 
are required — at first based on only a limited 
number of facts and observations. Further ob-
servational material weeds out these hypoth-
eses, doing away with some and correcting 
others, until finally the law is established in 
a pure form. If one should wait until the ma-
terial for a law was  in a pure form, it would 
mean suspending the process of thought until 
then and, if only for this reason, the law would 
never come into being.” [Dialectics of Nature, 
pp. 158-9]. This passage by Engels tells us that 
hypothesis is a necessary phase in the course 
of the development of science. A law cannot 
be established without passing through this 
stage. The presentation of a hypothesis is be-
cause a new fact has been observed. There-
fore, facts are the mother of the hypothesis. 
They engender hypotheses. Hypotheses 
usually exist in an unfinished form, before a 
pure law is established based on new materi-
al observed. Some hypotheses are done away 
with and others are corrected until the law is 
established. The hypothesis is a new mode of 
explanation. It is put forward when a new fact 
is observed.

Putting forward a hypothesis from the 
facts that have been newly observed is the first 
step in establishing a law. After a hypothesis 
is put forward, we still need to observe a large 
number of facts and study a large amount of 
material to prove the hypothesis. Only then 
will it make the transition from the stage of hy-
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pothesis to a law. For example, Marx observed 
the capitalist social economic formation, and 
in the 1840s put forward the hypothesis of the 
materialist view of history. There is a hypoth-
esis that, for the first time, enabled people to 
have the possibility to scientifically treat his-
torical problems and social problems but at 
that time it was only a hypothesis, for the time 
being. After Marx put forward this hypoth-
esis, how did he prove this hypothesis so as 
to make the hypothesis a law? Lenin wrote to 
this effect: “Then... Marx, who had expressed 
this hypothesis in the forties, set out to study 
the factual (nota bene) material. He took one 
of the social-economic formations — the sys-
tem of commodity production — and on the 
basis of a vast mass of data (which he studied 
for not less than twenty-five years) gave a most 
detailed analysis of the laws governing the 
functioning of this formation and its develop-
ment.” [Collected Works, I, p. 141] After such 
detailed analysis, Marx wrote his great clas-
sic,  Capital. Since the publication of  Capital, 
the materialist view of history was no longer a 
hypothesis but a scientific proposition. Lenin 
said, “Since the appearance of Capital — the 
materialist conception of history is no longer a 
hypothesis, but a scientifically proven propos-
ition. And until we get some other attempt to 
give a scientific explanation of the functioning 
and development of some formation of society 
— formation of society, mind you, and not the 
way of life of some country or people, or even 
class, etc. — another attempt just as capable 
of introducing order into the ‘pertinent facts’ 
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as materialism is, that is just as capable of 
presenting a living picture of a definite forma-
tion — until then the materialist conception of 
history will be a synonym for social science.” 
[Collected Works, I, p. 142]. From what Lenin 
said about the process of the materialist con-
ception of history, going from a hypothesis to 
a proposition, we can see that after a hypoth-
esis is put forward, it is necessary to carry out 
a detailed analysis based on a vast amount of 
material to make the hypothesis into a prop-
osition. This is the formation of a scientific 
hypothesis.

The history of the development of natural 
science also proves that the establishment of 
laws in natural science equally needs hypoth-
esis. Copernicus’ theory of the sun being the 
centre of the universe was only a hypothesis 
in the beginning. Later on, how did it become 
a scientific theory? Engels discussed the pro-
cess. He said, “For three hundred years the 
Copernican solar system was a hypothesis 
with a hundred, a thousand or ten thousand 
chances to one in its favour, but still always 
a hypothesis. But when Le Verrier, by means 
of the data provided by this system, not only 
deduced the necessity of the existence of an 
unknown planet, but also calculated the pos-
ition in the heavens which this planet must 
necessarily occupy, and when Galle really 
found this planet, the Copernican system was 
proved.” [Engels, “Feuerbach and the End of 
Classical German Philosophy,” Marx/En-
gels Selected Works, p. 606].

Darwin’s theory of evolution was also only 
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a hypothesis in the beginning. After Darwin 
proved the theory of the development of types 
of organisms in an all-round manner, with a 
large number of observed biological phenom-
ena, the theory of evolution then became a 
proposition explaining the origin of species.

To interpret the structure of atoms at the 
beginning of the 20th century, physicists put 
forward the hypothesis of the planetary sys-
tem of the structure of the atom. This hypoth-
esis ran counter to MaxwelI and Laurence’s 
theory of electromagnetics. Later on, there 
were people who used quantum theory to 
interpret the mystery of the structure of the 
atom. Scientific hypotheses are in a constant 
process of purification. This means that some 
hypotheses are corrected and others are done 
away with.

From the above-mentioned examples of 
hypotheses in the spheres of social sciences 
and hypotheses in the sphere of natural sci-
ence, we can see that hypotheses must pro-
ceed from facts. Hypotheses are put forward 
from the new facts observed and then they 
must be checked against by fact and the cor-
rectness of a hypothesis must be proven with 
a vast amount of material. This, then, is the 
history of the scientific hypothesis before the 
birth of scientific principles. Without scien-
tific hypotheses, there will be no scientif-
ic theory; the history of science has proved 
this statement. Therefore, a Russian chemist, 
Mendeleyev, said, “hypotheses are necessary 
to science and scientific research in particu-
lar. They can provide a kind of precision and 



70

simplicity which would be very hard to attain 
without them. The entire history of science 
has proved this point. Thus we can boldly say 
that putting forward a hypothesis that may not 
prove dependable in the future is better than 
no hypothesis at all. The hypothesis makes 
it easier for scientific work — the seeking of 
truth — to be correct, just like the farmer’s 
plough makes it easier to plant grains.”

Pragmatists also talk about “hypothesis” 
frequently and they also frequently use “hy-
pothesis” but the pragmatist “hypothesis” has 
nothing in common with the scientific hypoth-
esis mentioned above. The “hypothesis” of the 
pragmatists is a presupposition, and sophistry 
relies on this kind of “hypothesis.”

Dewey divides thinking into the following 
five stages: first, suggestion; second, problem; 
third, hypothesis; fourth, reasoning; fifth, 
testing. In explaining the stage of hypothesis 
in the entire process, he said the hypothesis 
is using suggestions to guide ideas in order to 
arouse man’s mental activities. The stage of 
reasoning means to deduce the meaning from 
a hypothesis and the stage of testing means to 
test the hypothesis and seek proof. In the en-
tire course of thinking, hypothesis occupies a 
very important position linking those before 
with what comes afterward. Where does this 
hypothesis come from which occupies such an 
important position? It originally comes from a 
suggestion. What are suggestions? Dewey said, 
“An idea is a kind of suggestion.” A hypoth-
esis originates from a suggestion; that means 
it originates from an idea. Dewey thought that 
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ideas take place naturally. To base a hypoth-
esis on ideas that take place naturally makes 
it very difficult to draw a line of demarcation 
between hypothesis and presupposition.

Dewey distinguishes scientific think-
ing and ordinary “thinking.” The former, he 
thought, is the best method of thinking, which 
he calls “reflective thinking.” According to 
Dewey, “reflective thinking” has three char-
acteristics. First, it has an orderly continu-
ity of ideas; second, it has a controlled aim; 
third, it arises out of man’s voluntary search. 
These three characteristics can be summed up 
in one sentence: reflective thinking is think-
ing dominated by man’s subjective ideas, and 
hypothesis is a stage of the formation of this 
thinking.

In the course of thinking, Dewey pays a 
lot of attention to the role of “conviction” or 
“goal.” Dewey thought that thinking is con-
trolled by “goal.” He thought that the flow 
of “ideas” must be towards a definite goal, 
and the conclusion of a hypothesis should be 
judged by this goal. Goal-centred thinking 
means that the subjective will controls think-
ing. When the subjective will controls think-
ing, then the hypothesis is also a product of 
the subjective will.

Dewey said, “Thinking arises out of the 
difficulties of being at a crossroads, and the 
choice of an alternative. If one’s action is 
smooth without any difficulty, if thinking is 
just imagination to amuse oneself, then there 
is no need for reflection. Only when one en-
counters difficulties, obstacles, and only when 
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one half-believes and half-doubts, will one 
pause and think carefully. And only when one 
crosses in front of a difficulty will one look 
far ahead and reflect, trying to find a vantage 
point to observe new facts and from this van-
tage point decide the relationship of various 
facts.” “Thinking arises out of difficulties” 
— this is what Dewey said very frequently. 
Dewey thought that unless there are doubts, 
we can only have sensations of a situation and 
no judgement. If there is no judgement, there 
is no thinking. He thought that judgement is 
a unit that constitutes thinking. To say that 
thinking arises out of difficulty or that judge-
ment arises out of doubt is to look upon ideas 
as a tool to seek materials in order to solve 
problems. Therefore, Dewey said, “unless we 
treat ideas as a tool to seek materials in order 
to solve problems, ideas cannot be real ideas.” 
Thinking does not reflect objective reality and 
is only a tool used to solve problems. This is 
the real meaning of “thinking arises out of 
difficulty.”

Pragmatists attach great importance to the 
role of hypotheses in the process of thinking. 
This is because they consider “hypothesis” to 
be a tool that can be used at will. To use a “hy-
pothesis” that can be used at will as a tool in 
argumentation is the source of the quality of 
pragmatism’s sophistry.

Dewey does mention the role of facts in 
the process of thinking, but he emphasizes the 
role of ideas. He thought that ideas are sug-
gestions and hypotheses, and that the various 
formations of thinking are produced by ideas. 
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He thought that judgement is a unit of think-
ing and that ideas are a unit of judgement. He 
used essays as a comparison and compares re-
flective thinking to an essay, then judgement 
is a sentence in this essay and ideas are a word 
in a sentence. He thought that, in reasoning, 
ideas guide us to make up observations and 
control our collection and examination of 
facts. He looks upon ideas as the elements 
of thinking. He thought that ideas occupy a 
critical position between definite understand-
ing and mental perplexity. The meaning of 
things and the rational entity that facts can 
form rely on ideas. The pragmatists’ “hypoth-
esis” proceeds from ideas. When ideas lead 
to a hypothesis, this means the hypothesis is 
turned into a presupposition. The pragmatist 
“hypothesis” is a synonym for presupposition. 
The Chinese pragmatist Hu Shih summed 
up pragmatist methodology in two phrases: 
“Be bold in making hypotheses; be careful in 
seeking proof.” One can boldly put forward a 
hypothesis; what does this mean? The ocean 
is vast, so the fish can dance and leap. The sky 
is high, so that the birds can fly wherever they 
want. “Bold” means that the thoughts can 
soar at will and are not restrained at all, not 
restricted by facts. “Thinking” of this nature 
is not thinking but imagination. “To be bold 
in making hypotheses” means “hypotheses” 
that proceed from imagination. This is the 
pragmatists’ “hypothesis” which has nothing 
in common with the scientific hypothesis.

James thought that all thinking is but a 
hypothesis; that is to say, all thinking is no 
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more than presupposition. From all thinking 
being no more than a hypothesis, it follows 
that Dewey looks upon all theories and sys-
tems as hypotheses. He thought, “all ideas, 
theories, philosophical systems, no matter 
how elaborate and consistent they are, should 
be considered hypotheses.” Using presuppos-
ition to replace hypothesis and then calling all 
theories “hypotheses” makes the “theory” of 
pragmatism simply out-and-out nonsense and 
raving.

III. PRAGMATISTS DISCARD 
PRINCIPLES AND SEEK 

“CONSEQUENCES”

The characteristic of pragmatist method-
ology, according to James, is that it does not 
pay attention to principles but pays attention 
only to consequences. He said, “No particu-
lar results then, so far, but only an attitude 
of orientation, is what the pragmatic method 
means.  The attitude of looking away from the 
first things, principles,  ‘categories,’  supposed ne-
cessities; and of looking towards the last things, 
fruits, consequences, facts.” [Pragmatism, p. 27] 
According to James, when we compare the 
pragmatic method and other methods, we see 
the following differences: the pragmatic meth-
od pays attention to the last things whereas 
the other methods do not pay attention to the 
last things. It pays attention to fruits and the 
other methods pay attention to principles. It 
pays attention to consequences and the other 
methods pay attention to “categories”; it pays 
attention to facts and the other methods pay 
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attention to supposed necessities. These dif-
ferences can be summed up in one word: that 
is, “consequences” are more important than 
principles. In order to seek “consequences” 
pragmatists look upon all theories as tools. 
The “method” they talk about is a kind of 
tool. “Tools” are used by people in making 
articles. Therefore, “method” is also a thing 
that can be used by people at will. It is only 
to seek the “last things”; it is only needed to 
seek “consequences.” What is meant by look-
ing away from the first things, principles, cat-
egories and supposed necessities is to discard 
theory, discard principles, discard logic and 
discard laws. What is meant by looking to-
ward the last things, fruits, consequences and 
facts, means to seek only profits by hook or 
by crook, and that the subjective will is first 
overlooking objective things. The so-called 
“facts” of the pragmatists are merely details 
and minutiae — they don’t mean objective 
things. Their “facts” are “habits” that they 
often talk about and not objective things and 
social practice.

To separate the first things and last things, 
principles and consequences, necessities and 
facts, means that in the last things, conse-
quences, facts, pragmatists mean products of 
presupposition.

Dewey said that thinking has two different 
types: logical thinking and “actual” thinking. 
The former transcends people’s attitudes and 
will, the latter depends on men’s habits. The 
former is unchanging, the latter is in a state of 
continual flux. The former is independent of 
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factual background, the latter takes place in 
an unstable situation and therefore the back-
ground has to be taken into account. To sep-
arate logical thinking from “actual” thinking 
and to exclude logical thinking from “actual” 
thinking means to turn thinking into “a habit 
derived from an unstable situation.” Looking 
upon thinking as “habit” is the “theoretical 
source” of discarding all principles. To use 
“habit” to establish principles means that 
principles become uncertain things that de-
pend on man’s habits. This, in reality, means 
discarding principles.

Pragmatists say that thinking does not 
reflect objective reality and that it is only a 
means or a tool to adapt to the environment. 
Dewey, therefore, says that our two hands and 
our two feet and various adaptive organs, just 
like the changes in the train, are all part of 
thinking. When thinking is looked upon as a 
tool like hands and feet to adapt to life and the 
environment, thinking does not have to fol-
low any principles; it is sufficient if it has the 
value of a tool and can produce the effect of 
the tool. Therefore, after Dewey looked upon 
thinking as a tool, he put forward so-called 
“experimental logic.” This so-called “experi-
mental logic” is a “logic” that discards logical 
principles and regards logic as a function that 
adapts to the environment. This finally leads 
to the denial of all logic and the denial of all 
principles of thinking.

Pragmatists deny general logical categor-
ies. They use “action” to replace them. For 
example, they think that the concept of “es-
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sence” does not come into being as a result 
of the process of thinking and cognition, but 
is the result of the contact of the hand and 
the object, the result of the touching of the 
hand. They think that the combination and 
separation of things give rise to the categories 
“whole” and “parts.” The difference between 
being active and being passive gives rise to the 
category “cause” and “effect.” In short, they 
deny the principle that thinking is a reflection 
of objective reality, and thus they deny that 
categories are the innumerable local simpli-
fications of external existences and activities, 
that they are things “which are small stages 
in the process of knowing the world and are 
knots in a net which help us know and grasp 
the net of natural phenomena.” In discarding 
categories, they are also discarding logic.

Pragmatists regard the form of thinking as 
only a means to be used, with which to seek 
“consequences.” This leads to placing logic 
below man’s will and interests, and from there 
leads to the final discarding of logic.

Lenin said, “Logic is the science not of 
external forms of thought, but of the laws 
of development ‘of all material, natural and 
spiritual things,’ i.e., of the development of 
the entire concrete content of the world and 
of its cognition, i.e., the sum-total, the conclu-
sion of the history of knowledge of the world.” 
[Collected Works, XXXVIII, pp. 92-3]. There-
fore, If one discards logic, one will be unable 
to profoundly know the laws of the world and 
will be unable to profoundly know the essence 
of things. In discarding logic, one necessar-



78

ily degenerates into agnosticism. Pragmatists 
did go down this path. Logic, forms of thought 
and categories of thought are not man’s tools 
but are expressions of the laws of nature and 
the laws of man’s thinking. If we discard them, 
then we will know nothing of laws. Categor-
ies are not “insignificant forms.” If we regard 
them as insignificant forms, we will turn them 
into “tools of fallacy and sophistry.”

IV. THE FINAL RESTING PLACE OF 
PRAGMATIST METHODOLOGY IS THE 

“WILL TO BELIEVE”

The denial of the law of the causality and 
necessity of nature is the basic content of prag-
matist methodology. Pragmatists use “prob-
ability” to replace necessity and “the will to 
believe” to replace laws. This kind of replace-
ment is conducive to carrying out sophistry. 
If there do not exist laws and necessity, then 
there is no need to talk about principles or 
scientific argumentation and one can have any 
interpretation of objective phenomena at will.

James regards pragmatism as a pluralistic 
philosophy to indicate its opposition to the 
materialistic monistic philosophy. He wrote 
a book entitled Pluralistic Universe, which ad-
vocates the idealist, pluralistic view of the 
universe. What is meant by the pluralistic 
universe is that the universe is not a related, 
unified whole that is determined by a unified 
law. James thought that in the physical world, 
there cannot exist an “entire whole”; there 
only exists “each individual.” Each “individ-
ual” is equal, independent and free. They do 
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not belong to one another, are not related and 
do not mutually restrict one another. In the 
universe there are no internal relations, there 
is no law and no necessity. The world is com-
posed of particular and individual experien-
ces of various kinds. Since there is no unity in 
the world and no necessity, you may have any 
interpretation of it; you can put forward dif-
ferent hypotheses about it and you are entitled 
to suppose any kind of belief. You can affirm 
the meaning of logic, you can also discard all 
logic; you can declare that in the field of phys-
ics, you are a determinist, and can also declare 
in the field of ethics you are a non-determin-
ist. In short, do whatever you like. Sophistry 
precisely proceeds from the proposition of 
“do whatever you like.”

James thought that all the things in the 
universe are not restrained by causality; they 
take place by accident; they are not stationary, 
they are full of changes. Therefore, causality 
is only “god’s mysterious altar.”

Dewey said that Marxism is already “out-
dated” because the 20th century is an age 
when probability and pluralism become the 
characteristics of science, but Marxism stress-
es law and science. Dewey proclaimed, “as for 
literature, in claiming that it is particularly 
scientific, Marxism is already ‘outdated.’ Just 
as necessity and the search for a single all-em-
bracing law represent the intellectual climate 
of the 40s of the last century, probability and 
pluralism are the characteristics of the science 
at present.” Dewey denies that Marxism is 
science because Marxism thinks that science 



80

is the law of necessity, whereas pragmatism 
thinks that “science” is not a law of necessity 
but merely efficacious “hypothesis.” Pragma-
tists deny necessity, causality and laws, and 
thus they discard science, oppose reason and 
openly advocate obscurantism. In the view of 
pragmatism, nature and society are full of ac-
cidental events, and are all dark. This situation 
Dewey calls “probability” and James called it 
the “pluralistic universe.” In short, they deny 
the objective law of things; they deny science.

The “pluralistic universe” of pragmatism 
completely rejects reason. Pragmatists think 
that the universe cannot be understood by 
reason: that is why they discard logic. James 
openly acknowledges that he cannot but dis-
card logic. If one denies the causality, neces-
sity and laws of objective things, opposes rea-
son and discards logic, then one’s knowledge 
of the world can only depend on “the will to 
believe.” James said, “we have the right to 
believe at our own risk any hypothesis that 
is live enough to tempt our will.” [“The Will 
to Believe” in  Pragmatism, p. 212]. Know-
ing the world in the eyes of the pragmatists 
is to believe in “the hypothesis of the will.” 
Belief cannot only know “facts” but can cre-
ate facts. In his essay “The Will to Believe,” 
James openly says that faith in facts can cre-
ate facts. Therefore, one should place faith 
above scientific proof. When the foundation 
of cognition is faith, “god” then becomes “the 
reality” in the eyes of the pragmatists. Thus 
“god,” “free will,” “immortality,” “teleology” 
and other such terms fill the chapters of the 
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works by pragmatists on the question of meth-
odology. In the last chapter of James’  Prag-
matism, titled “Pragmatism and Religion,” he 
straightforwardly said that in the end it is our 
faith and not our logic that decides questions, 
and he denies the right of any pretended logic 
to veto faith. Pragmatist methodology, in the 
final sense, leads to the path of fideism. This 
is the final resting place of pragmatist meth-
odology.
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CHAPTER IV.
THE PRAGMATIST VIEW 

OF MORALITY — “GOOD” 
MEANS SATISFACTION IN LIFE 

EXPERIENCES

I. PRAGMATISTS THINK THAT 
HAPPINESS IS “SUCCESS”

The theory of truth is the discussion con-
cerning the question of truth and error. The 
theory of morality is the discussion concern-
ing the question of good and evil. Bourgeois 
philosophers consider error “true” in its 
theory of truth, and in the theory of morality, 
they consider evil “good.” Bourgeois philoso-
phers have to give clear and definite answers 
to moral questions like “what is good?” and 
“what is evil?” On the question of good and 
evil, they cannot equivocate or be ambiguous 
in their attitude because moral questions are 
not what one says but how to act. Morality 
and ethics are the norms and codes of con-
duct. The bourgeoisie must put forward these 
norms and conduct to bind people’s behaviour 
and delineate the relations between classes. It 
must put forward clear concepts with regard 
to good, happiness, obligation, justice, con-
science, honour, and such moral categories. 
Only thus can it form public opinion, establish 
conviction and nurture habits. Public opinion, 
convictions and habits are a spiritual force 
and the rule of the bourgeoisie cannot let 
this force go even for a moment. Through the 
force of public opinion, convictions and hab-
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its, the bourgeois viewpoint governs people’s 
spiritual world. This plays a far greater role 
than mandatory law. Bourgeois philosophers 
are the “learned stewards” of the bourgeoisie, 
when their masters need them to express clear 
and definite concepts, they cannot equivocate 
in their words. Therefore, on all questions, it 
is easy to reveal the status of “stewards” of 
bourgeois philosophers.

Engels said, “The conceptions of good and 
bad have varied so much from nation to na-
tion and from age to age that they have often 
been in direct contradiction to each other.” 
[Anti-Dühring, p. 103]. Moral norms and ethic-
al principles change in accordance with class 
relations. They reflect class interests and de-
mands. For the sake of class interests, a given 
class or nation may praise some acts and con-
demn other acts, call certain acts good, and 
condemn certain acts as evil. When the system 
of primordial communities and gens made the 
transition to class society, the morality of the 
exploitative class is, as Engels said, “a degrad-
ation, a fall from the simple moral grandeur 
of the ancient gentile society. The lowest in-
terests — base greed, brutal sensuality, sor-
did avarice, selfish plunder of common pos-
sessions — usher in the new, civilized society, 
class society; the most outrageous means — 
theft, rape, deceit and treachery — undermine 
and topple the old, classless, gentile society.” 
[“The Origin of the Family, Private Prop-
erty and the State,” in Marx/Engels, Selected 
Works, pp. 529-530]. This kind of degrada-
tion reaches its apex in capitalist society. The 
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morality of the exploiting class in capitalist 
society is avarice, sexual passion, stinginess, 
plunder, theft, violence, cunning and betrayal. 
Profit determines the behaviour of the bour-
geoisie. To seek profit, they will stop at no evil 
and call all sorts of crimes “good.” In his Cap-
ital, Marx quoted the words of an economist 
who commented on the primary motive force 
that determines the acts and viewpoint of the 
bourgeoisie. “Capital eschews no profit, or a 
very small profit, just as nature was formerly 
said to abhor a vacuum. With adequate profit, 
capital is very bold. A certain 10 per cent will 
ensure its employment anywhere; 20 per cent, 
will produce eagerness; 50 per cent, positive 
audacity; 100 per cent, will make it ready to 
trample on all human laws; 300 percent, and 
there is not a crime at which it will scruple, 
nor a risk it will not run, even to the chance 
of its owner being hanged.” [Capital, I, p. 760]. 
Profit-seeking is the code of conduct of the 
bourgeoisie. The moral content and the moral 
forms of the bourgeoisie are derived based on 
this sole code of conduct. Lenin described the 
moral characteristics of the bourgeoisie, say-
ing, “The old society was based on the prin-
ciple: rob or be robbed, work for another or 
he works for you, be a slaveowner or a slave. 
Naturally, people brought up in such a society 
imbibe with their mother’s milk, so to speak, 
the psychology, the habit, the concept: You are 
either a slaveowner or a slave, or else a small 
owner, a small employee, a small official, an 
intellectual — in short, a person who thinks 
only of himself, and doesn’t give a hang for 
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anybody else.” [The Tasks of the Youth Leagues, 
p. 14]. Benefiting one’s self at the expense of 
others, profit-seeking, and thinking only of 
one’s self without minding others — this is 
the moral code of the bourgeoisie, and all 
acts are based on this code. According to this 
code, in a capitalist society, hoarders of grains 
wish for drought and bad harvests; medical 
doctors think the more patients, the better; 
lawyers wish that crime will increase; archi-
tects wish that there would be more fires in 
the cities; priests wish that more people would 
die — all this conforms with the bourgeois 
“conscience.” Imperialists launch aggressive 
wars and enslave the peoples of the world and 
exploit the labourers. Such criminal acts are 
also “good” or “moral” acts. The bourgeoi-
sie uses this code to distinguish “good” and 
“evil,” which makes “good” and “evil” change 
their positions. According to their own class 
interests, the bourgeoisie considers evil good, 
and on this basis establish their moral con-
cepts and ethical code.

In a capitalist society, the primary criter-
ion with which the bourgeoisie measures the 
worth of a person is how much money you have 
accumulated. There is no common norm of 
behaviour between the rich and the poor. The 
rich are dissolute and shameless, which they 
consider “honourable.” However, the demand 
of the poor for the right to live is considered 
“outrageous.” Money is the supreme good. 
Therefore, the owner of money is also good, 
despite all his evil deeds. In describing the 
fact that capitalist society uses money as the 
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criterion of “good,” Marx said, “the extent of 
the power of money is the extent of my power. 
Money’s properties are my — the possessor’s 
— properties and essential powers. Thus, 
what I am and am capable of  is by no means 
determined by my individuality. I  am  ugly 
but I can buy for myself the most beautiful of 
women. Therefore I am not ugly, for the effect 
of ugliness — its deterrent power — is nullified 
by money. I, according to my individual char-
acteristics, am lame, but money furnishes me 
with twenty-four feet. Therefore I am not lame. 
I am bad, dishonest, unscrupulous, stupid; 
but money is honoured, and hence its posses-
sor. Money is the supreme good, therefore its 
possessor is good. Money, besides, saves me 
the trouble of being dishonest: I am therefore 
presumed honest. I am brainless, but money is 
the real brain of all things and how then should 
its possessor be brainless? Besides, he can buy 
clever people for himself, and is he who has 
power over the clever not more clever than 
the clever? Do not I, who thanks to money am 
capable of all that the human heart longs for, 
possess all human capacities? Does not my 
money, therefore, transform all my incapa-
cities into their contrary?” [“Economic and 
Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844,” in Marx/
Engels, Collected Works, III, p. 524]. Capitalist 
society uses money as the highest criterion of 
“good.” Money can buy “conscience,” “repu-
tation” and “brain.” It is the weight with which 
the bourgeoisie measures all moral concepts 
and ethical codes. Pragmatists are the learned 
stewards of the bourgeoisie. In stipulating the 



87

criterion of “good” in their theory of moral-
ity, they, of course, cannot exceed this highest 
criterion. The bourgeoisie buys these clever 
people, the pragmatists, to do propaganda for 
the bourgeois theory of morality, which turns 
the bourgeois theory of morality into import-
ant “spiritual” products of the pragmatists.

The bourgeoisie considers money their 
highest “good.” Having money is “good.” 
Their theory of morality is built on the foun-
dation of this view. Naturally, the pragmatist 
theory of morality cannot depart from this 
foundation. However, pragmatists do not 
directly sing the praises of money, but rath-
er, “success.” They use the word “success” to 
replace the obtaining of money. They know 
that the so-called “success” in capitalist so-
ciety means making a fortune. “Success” 
means gaining high profits. Pragmatists lay 
the foundations of morality on the so-called 
“success,” which is a reflection of the view-
point that money is the supreme good in the 
field of the theory of morality. In the capitalist 
society of the U.S., those who are called “suc-
cessful” people, such as John D. Rockefeller, 
Andrew Carnegie and Henry Ford, are all 
“tycoons” that suck the blood of the working 
class. These people are respected and looked 
up to; they are moral people and the concrete 
embodiment of moral norms.

What is happiness? This is a question any 
theory about morality must answer. On this 
question, the bourgeoisie and the proletariat 
have different answers. The proletariat thinks 
that liberation is happiness; to wholehearted-
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ly serve the cause of human progress, to have 
utter devotion to others without any thought 
of self, is happiness. The bourgeoisie thinks 
that happiness is gaining profit (to use their 
own words, achieving “success”), benefiting 
the self at the expense of others and making a 
fortune. In their theory of morality, pragma-
tists propagate this bourgeois view of happi-
ness.

Dewey divides happiness into two kinds: 
one kind is “hypocritical happiness” and the 
other kind is “real happiness.” “Hypocritic-
al” happiness is “an expression of more or 
less isolated and superficial tendencies of the 
self,” whereas “real” happiness is good; it is 
“the proper fulfilment of a relevant ability 
which is fundamental and complete.” There-
fore, he thought that the correct meaning of 
happiness is “the satisfaction realization or 
fulfilment of the wishes and power of the per-
son who is acting.” In Dewey’s view, happi-
ness is not merely self-expression but rather 
the fulfilment of one’s own ability, the satis-
faction of one’s wishes and the realization of 
one’s power. The fulfilment of one’s ability, 
the satisfaction of one’s wishes and the realiz-
ation of one’s power — these are what pragma-
tists mean by “success.” As long as my ability 
can be fulfilled, my wishes can be satisfied 
and my power can be realized, I do not hear 
the misfortune of the great majority. This is 
the pragmatist view of happiness.

Pragmatists think that happiness only lies 
in “success,” and happiness means beauty and 
enjoyment. Dewey said, “happiness only lies 
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in success and success means smooth sailing, 
going forward and moving upward. It is an 
active process, not a passive result. Therefore 
it includes overcoming obstacles and elim-
inating the sources of defects and shortcom-
ings. Beauty and enjoyment are the principal 
parts of any worthwhile happiness.” To regard 
happiness as achieving beauty and enjoy-
ment is the concrete content of the so-called 
“success.” Since happiness means to achieve 
beauty and enjoyment, this finds the basis in 
the theory of morality for the bourgeoisie’s 
hedonistic and decadent life. Pragmatists re-
gard happiness as “success,” the true meaning 
of which is to place the basis of happiness on 
money. When Marx said that the bourgeoisie 
regarded money as the highest good, he was 
referring to this kind of view of happiness. 
The view of happiness that says it is “suc-
cess” is a reflection of bourgeois ideology in 
the theory of morality. The pragmatist view of 
happiness expresses this ideology in a concen-
trated manner. Under the spell of this view of 
happiness, a high salary becomes the motive 
force of behaviour. The capitalists take a part 
of their high profits to give to these “learn-
ed stewards” as salary and the latter become 
content, doing their best to do propaganda for 
this kind of theory of morality.

When happiness is regarded to be “suc-
cess,” then when the exploiting class has made 
a fortune it is considered “successful” and thus 
“happy.” This kind of “happiness” is built on 
the misfortune of the majority of people. In 
a capitalist society, any so-called “happiness” 
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of the exploiter is derived from the misfortune 
of the majority of people. The exploiter lives 
by exploiting the blood and sweat of the ma-
jority of people. To regard happiness as “suc-
cess” is the exploiters’ theory of morality and 
the imperialist principle of behaviour. The 
pragmatist’s moral philosophy is representa-
tive of this kind of theory of morality.

II. PRAGMATISTS THINK THAT 
“GOOD” IS SATISFACTION IN LIFE 

EXPERIENCES

In his book, The Reform of Philosophy, when 
Dewey discussed the reform of moral concepts, 
he put forward an important concept: that is, 
“good” is not a goal, but a process. He said, 
“The process of growth, improvement and 
progress is more important than a static result 
or accomplishment. The so-called ‘good’ lies 
not in ‘health,’ which is an unchangeable goal, 
but rather lies in the process of progress, con-
tinuation, which health demands. The goal 
is no longer the terminus or boundary to be 
reached; it is a process of activity to change 
the present situation. The goal in life lies not 
in the ‘completeness’ which is considered the 
final victory point but in eternal process of 
completion, cultivation and improvement. 
Honesty, industry, restraint, fairness, like 
health, wealth and learning, if looked upon as 
fixed goals, seem to be things that we can pos-
sess, but in reality, they are not things we can 
possess. They are the direction in which the 
character of experience changes. Only growth 
itself is the aim of morality.” To say that mor-
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ality is a process, that morality is not a goal, 
that growth itself is the goal of morality, is to 
say that “good” is something immediate and 
not something that the eye cannot perceive 
or the hand cannot touch, is not something 
that belongs to the distant future, is not the 
terminus of a process. “Good” exists in each 
link of the process, “good” is at all times and 
“good” is in all places; it is not a goal.

This view links “good” with immediate 
things; that is, it links it with immediate bour-
geois interests. Only what conforms to the im-
mediate interests of the bourgeoisie is “good.” 
What is not the immediate interests of the 
bourgeoisie is not “good.” A “goal,” whether 
near or distant, does not belong to immedi-
ate things; therefore it cannot be “good.” That 
“good” is growth itself means exactly this: 
growing all the time, growing constantly: this 
is good, this is morality itself.

To regard “good” as something that the 
eyes can perceive and the hands can touch 
means to discard ideas and to be immersed 
in the present material life. This is another 
way of saying that immediate interests are the 
highest “good”; apart from immediate inter-
ests there is no “good.”

There is another meaning to regard “good” 
as growth. Since “good” is growth, then every-
body and everything grows, so “good” exists 
in everybody and everything. This view elim-
inates the class nature of morality. Engels 
said, “as society has hitherto moved in class 
antagonisms, morality was always a class mor-
ality; it has either justified the domination and 
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the interests of the ruling class, or, as soon 
as the oppressed class has become powerful 
enough, it has represented the revolt against 
this domination and the future interests of the 
oppressed.” [Anti-Dühring, p. 105]. To regard 
“good” as growth means to eliminate the class 
nature of morality, which is in direct oppos-
ition to the Marxist view of morality.

Regarding “good” as growth not only elim-
inates the class nature of morality, but also 
gives rise to the “morality” of beasts. Beasts 
also grow, then beasts also have “morals.” Im-
perialists are beasts; if beasts have “morals,” 
then imperialists also have “morals.” The final 
aim of the pragmatist theory of morality is to 
justify the bestial conduct of imperialism.

In another place, Dewey very clearly states 
that “good” exists in the immediate things in 
daily life, that it is not an ideal, not a goal. 
He said, “At any time, a person sits on a chair 
and not on a stove; when it rains he carries 
an umbrella; when he is sick he sends for the 
doctor. In short, in the innumerable acts that 
constitute daily life, he proves that a certain 
knowledge is directly manifest in his action. 
We have reason to assume that, similarly, 
knowledge concerning good has a similar 
manifestation. In fact, the so-called ‘good’ is 
an empty word if it does not include the satis-
faction experienced in situations discussed 
above.” Regarding “good” as satisfaction in 
the experiences of daily life nakedly expresses 
the bourgeois view of morality that “good” is 
immediate interests.

The pragmatist view of morality — that 
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“good” is immediate interests — is the utili-
tarian view of the morality of the bourgeoisie 
eagerly seeking success and profit. A view of 
morality that abandons ideals and seeks only 
immediate interests is naked bourgeois “mor-
ality.” This view of morality is a reflection 
of the sentiments of the decline of the bour-
geoisie in its moribund period. When death is 
near, it can only grab immediate interests and 
live out the day as it comes.

The pragmatist view of morality is the 
bourgeoisie’s utilitarian view of morality; 
however, Dewey said that his view of morality 
was different from the traditional bourgeois 
utilitarianism. He did not agree with Jeremy 
Bentham’s ideas about “good,” “happiness” 
and “utility.” Dewey thought that Bentham’s 
utilitarianism was correct in opposing moral-
ity that is not terrestrial or secular. However, 
he was opposed to Bentham’s praising “joy” 
and “happiness” in the position of fixed goals 
and establishing the concept of a fixed, ultim-
ate and highest goal. He thought that “joy” 
and “happiness” exist in the process of activ-
ities; that they are not things that appear when 
the process of activities has reached its goal. 
In other words, “joy” and “happiness” are 
immediate things; therefore, immediate inter-
ests are the source of “joy” and “happiness.” 
Dewey opposes Bentham precisely because 
Bentham established a “teleological” good 
and ignored immediate interests. Dewey’s 
view of morality reflects the sentiments of the 
bourgeoisie in decline, that “get drunk today 
when you have the booze.” On the eve of the 
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1789 French bourgeois revolution, there was 
a saying that was prevalent among the French 
nobles: “Enjoy the present, never mind the 
future.” The pragmatist view that “good” is 
immediate interests once again reflects this 
sentiment. That “good” is immediate inter-
ests is the motive force for the behaviour of 
the American bourgeoisie at present. They are 
dissolute, shameless, extravagant and self-in-
dulgent. Their ill-gotten fortunes are made 
by exploiting the people in the U.S. and the 
people of other countries through aggressive 
wars and the blood of millions of people. 
All this is done for the sake of “immediate 
interests.” They do not pay heed to immin-
ent death. This state of frenzy of the Amer-
ican bourgeoisie on the verge of extinction is 
reflected in the pragmatist view of morality. 
The pragmatists regard “good” as immedi-
ate interests, as a process and not a goal, and 
as growth. All this reflects the sentiments of 
a declining moribund bourgeoisie that only 
wants to enjoy the present and forget the fu-
ture. The pragmatist theory of morality re-
flects the moral decay of the U.S. bourgeoisie; 
it also reflects the ideological characteristics 
of the bourgeoisie in its period of decline. The 
U.S. bourgeoisie has surpassed all previous 
exploiting classes in its madness and killing 
of people, savagery, hatred for mankind and 
moral decay. The pragmatist theory of mor-
ality attempts to justify such behaviour that 
degrades human morality.

III. PRAGMATISTS THINK THAT 
MORALITY IS A TOOL
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Dewey said, “the needs of morality are 
the needs for special methods of examination 
and planning. What is meant by a method 
of examination is to use it to ascertain diffi-
culty and misfortune. A method of planning 
is used to draw up proposals as hypotheses in 
dealing with difficulties and misfortunes.” To 
regard morality as a method in ascertaining 
difficulty and misfortune, and a hypothesis in 
dealing with difficulty and misfortune, is to 
regard morality as a kind of tool. The instru-
mentalist view of morality uses it precisely as 
a kind of tool and uses it to achieve the goal 
of “success” and gain “immediate interests.”

That pragmatists treat the question of 
morality as a question of the brain is de-
rived from the fact that they regard morality 
as a tool. In the eyes of the pragmatists, the 
brain is a means to achieve hoped-for goals 
and morality possesses the same quality. The 
introduction of the brain into morality is an 
attempt to use it to replace “reason.” Pragma-
tists deny the element of reason in morality. 
Tools, naturally, do not possess any reason to 
speak of; since morality is a tool, it does not 
possess any reason.

Concerning truth, pragmatists regard it as 
a tool of expediency in thinking; concerning 
morality, they consider it a tool of expediency 
in behaviour. The instrumentalist view of 
morality uses morality as a tool of expediency 
in behaviour.

Dewey thought, “to change the content of 
moral life from the observance of rules or the 
pursuit of definite coals to the examination of, 
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and the method of dealing with, elements that 
need special treatment as well as the drawing 
up of plans, can eliminate the controversies 
in moral theories and can remove the various 
causes for these theories’ inability to keep fa-
vourable contact with actual opportunities.” 
In eliminating the content of the “pursuit of 
definite goals” from moral behaviour, Dewey 
causes morality to be pure “method of deal-
ing” and “planning.” Morality is thus a tool 
pure and simple.

Dewey carried out a transformation of 
moral concepts. An important item of this 
transformation was to thoroughly abolish 
the traditional distinction between “mor-
al good” and “natural good.” “Moral good” 
means things like justice, restraint, kindness, 
etc., while “natural good” means things like 
health, wealth, learning, etc. Dewey advo-
cates the abolition of the distinction between 
these two kinds of “good,” and the acknow-
ledgement that the reason that “moral good” 
has value is that it promotes “natural good.” 
He advocates the expansion of the moral sig-
nificance of the natural sciences. He thought, 
“when physics, chemistry, biology and medi-
cine are conducive to the development of the 
examination and planning of a cure for the 
concrete suffering of mankind, they are mor-
al and a set of tools for ethical research and 
the science of ethics.” To regard morality as 
something of the same category as the natur-
al sciences stems from the instrumental view 
of morality. Physics, chemistry, biology and 
medicine are tools for the “examination and 
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planning of a cure for the concrete suffering 
of mankind.” Morality is nothing other than 
such a tool. Instrumentalism abolishes the 
distinction between “moral good” and “natur-
al good” and the distinction between natural 
sciences and ethical norms. In doing so, it is 
eliminating the class nature of morality and 
the entire moral content. Natural sciences and 
ethical norms have become mere tools.

In abolishing the distinction between nat-
ural sciences and ethical norms, pragmatists 
have an important purpose, which is revealed 
in the following passage of Dewey. He said, 
“when scientific consciousness and man’s 
value consciousness are completely integrat-
ed, then the greatest realism that oppresses 
mankind, i.e., the gap between things mater-
ialistic, mechanical, scientific, and things mor-
al, things ideal, will vanish. Due to this differ-
ence, wavering human energies will get united 
and get stronger. Morality will concentrate in 
the brain; at the same time, what belongs to 
the intellect will be moralized. The annoy-
ing and time-consuming and futile struggle 
between naturalism and humanism will also 
subside.” In confusing the line of demarcation 
between natural sciences and ethical norms, 
Dewey is attempting to eliminate the struggle 
between materialism and idealism and extin-
guish the opposition between classes. When 
the gap between material things and moral 
things is bridged, when the conflict between 
“naturalism” and “humanism” ceases, then 
“human energy” will get united; there will 
no longer be struggles. This is the purpose 
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of pragmatists in intellectualizing morality. 
The aim of regarding morality as intellect, 
as something of the same kind as natural sci-
ences, is very obvious — to turn morality into 
a tool, one that does away with class struggle, 
one for “success” and pursuing the immediate 
interests of the bourgeoisie.

Dewey called on people to carry out the 
“transformation of the traditional moral con-
cepts.” The purpose of this kind of “trans-
formation” is to turn an individual’s intelli-
gence into a successful means of attaining 
immediate interests.

In the dictionary of the pragmatists, 
“intelligence” is a synonym for “means of 
expediency.” “Intelligence” means resource-
ful, manipulative, speculative acts and acts of 
marginal trading. Pragmatists oppose “intel-
ligence” to “reason” and base morality on this 
kind of “intelligence.” This enables the prag-
matist theory of morality to become a tool of 
the imperialists, speculators, arms dealers 
and finance oligarchs.

In his book,  The Reform of Philosophy, 
Dewey openly stated the political signifi-
cance of the pragmatist theory of morality. 
In the conclusion of the chapter titled “The 
Transformation of Moral Concepts,” he said, 
“democracy has many meanings, but if it has 
one moral meaning, then this meaning lies in 
‘the highest criterion of all political systems 
and industrial organizations, to make contri-
bution to the full growth of each member of 
society.’” Morality is a tool that contributes to 
the “full growth” of each member of society. 
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Therefore, it is a necessary ornament to “dem-
ocracy” (i.e., bourgeois politics). Pragmatists 
vigorously disseminate their theory of moral-
ity. This is to add a kind of “moral meaning” 
to “democracy.” The “making contribution to 
the full growth” mentioned here means gain-
ing immediate interests, achieving “success,” 
etc.

IV. RELATIVISM AND THE THEORY OF 
MORALITY

When “good” is regarded as something 
that satisfies experiences in daily life, and 
when “good” is regarded only as a tool to 
attain immediate interests, morality has no 
objective criterion to speak of. Pragmatists 
think that moral behaviour only exists with-
in the confines of definite activities and that 
it is behaviour produced under concrete cir-
cumstances. Therefore, the concrete behav-
iour generated by the concrete circumstances 
is the source of ethical norms. This is to say 
morality cannot be measured by objective 
criteria. Concrete circumstances give rise to 
“concrete moral behaviour” and also provide 
for “concrete ethical criterion.” Each “moral 
circumstance” possesses its own moral criter-
ion. This is the reflection of the “pluralistic” 
view of the universe in the theory of morality. 
“Pluralistic” is a synonym for “confusion,” a 
synonym for “lack of consensus” and “subjec-
tivism.” If the moral criterion is determined 
by each “moral circumstance,” then morality 
has no objective criterion and morality be-
comes something however one may like it.



100

To base moral criterion on each “moral 
circumstance” is to say that the human behav-
iour which should be considered is not distant 
goals, but rather the immediate interests of 
the self. What human behaviour should con-
sider is how to successfully pass through the 
present circumstance. When the circumstance 
at hand becomes a moral criterion, this really 
means the abolition of moral criterion and the 
denial of the objectivity of morality.

Pragmatists think that in each particular 
situation, there is a particular “good.” There-
fore, “good” cannot be judged with the same 
measure. Dewey said, “as long as anything is 
a goal and good in a particular situation, then 
it has the same worth, status and dignity as all 
the other goods in other situations and thus 
merits the same kind of complete attention.” 
Different particular situations have many 
“goods.” The many “goods” have the same 
value; therefore, they should not be judged 
with the same moral criterion. This is denying 
the objective criterion of morality.

Dewey thought that in judging good and 
bad people, the only basis is the tendency of 
the person’s behaviour and activities and not 
some fixed criterion. Dewey said, “in judging 
an individual or a group, one must not use as a 
criterion whether they have achieved a definite 
result; one can only base one’s judgement on 
the direction pointed to by their activities. A 
so-called bad person, no matter how good he 
was originally, is a person that has begun to de-
generate and is gradually changing into a bad 
person. The so-called good person, no matter 
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how good he was originally in his morals, is a 
person that has the tendency to improve.” In 
his view, the so-called good person is a per-
son who has the tendency to become good, 
and the so-called bad person is a person who 
has the tendency to become bad. This is to say 
we cannot have definite good people and bad 
people; in other words, in judging good people 
and bad people we cannot lay down any defin-
ite criteria. A tendency towards good means a 
good person; a tendency toward bad means a 
bad person. The meaning of “tendency” is a 
lack of definiteness, whereas “criterion” tends 
to be certain, definite things. Therefore, in the 
view of pragmatists, morality should not and 
cannot have an objective criterion it is always 
a tendency in a particular circumstance.

Pragmatists think that the needs of a par-
ticular circumstance are the goals of moral 
behaviour, are “good.” Dewey said, “if the 
needs and wants of a particular circumstance 
say that the enhancement of health is its goal 
and good, then under this circumstance, 
health is the ultimate supreme good.” Health 
can become the supreme good; wealth, learn-
ing, bravery, industry, restraint, etc., can all 
become the supreme good; it all depends on 
whether they belong to the needs of a particu-
lar circumstance. If they are needed, then they 
are the supreme good; if they are not needed, 
then they are bad. When human needs are the 
criterion for judging good and evil, the con-
cepts of good, evil, right, wrong, etc., can then 
be turned upside down and confounded. Im-
perialists need aggressive wars; they can say 
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that aggressive wars are the supreme good. 
They abhor the freedom and emancipation of 
mankind; then they can say that freedom and 
emancipation are evil. Pragmatists are not in 
favour of giving an objective criterion for mor-
ality; however, they do have a criterion, which 
is that whatever is convenient and favourable 
to imperialism is good and whatever impedes 
imperialist behaviour and is detrimental to 
the imperialists is bad. The pragmatists’ rela-
tivism in the theory of morality facilitates the 
imperialists’ justification of their criminal be-
haviour.

Is there an objective criterion of moral-
ity? Morality is class morality. Between the 
exploiter and the exploited, between the op-
pressor and the oppressed, there is never a 
common moral criterion. The morality of 
the proletariat and the so-called “morality” 
of the bourgeoisie are both subordinate to 
their class interests. This is the “common cri-
terion.” Lenin said, “for us, there is no such 
thing as morality apart from human society; 
it is a fraud. Morality for us is subordinated 
to the interests of the class struggle of the 
proletariat.” [The Tasks of the Youth Leagues, 
p. 12]. Bourgeois morality is subordinated to 
the interests of the class struggle of the bour-
geoisie. No matter how many tricks there are 
in the bourgeois philosophers’ theory of mor-
ality, they are nothing other than a fraud to 
justify bourgeois interests. Proletarian moral-
ity is subordinated to proletarian struggles; it 
represents the noblest interests of the broad 
masses of people. The pragmatic relativist 
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theory of morality is a weapon to justify the 
U.S. bourgeoisie’s interests and to justify the 
aggressive acts of U.S. imperialism.
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CHAPTER V.
THE PRAGMATIST VIEW OF 
SOCIETY — A SOCIETY OF 

COMMON INTERESTS

I. THE SOURCE OF THE PRAGMATIST 
VIEW OF SOCIETY

Pragmatists claim that two trends of 
thinking gave rise to the birth of pragmatism: 
first, Darwinism; second, empiricism. Prag-
matism inherited the line of idealist empiri-
cism and agnosticism established by Berkeley 
and David Hume. In the 19th century, this 
line appeared under the name of positivism. 
The empiricism that pragmatism inherited 
was this trend of thought. As for Darwinism, 
pragmatists think that it is the main founda-
tion of their philosophy. This source is par-
ticularly emphasized in the works of Dewey, 
who belonged to the Chicago school, which 
advertised itself as naturalistic empiricism.

Let us now analyse why pragmatists like 
Darwinism.

Darwin’s theory of evolution made a great 
revolution in biology. He proved that the en-
tire modern organic world was a product of 
the process of development and dealt a very 
forceful blow to the metaphysical view of na-
ture. Lenin pointed out, “Darwin put an end 
to the view of animal and plant species being 
unconnected, fortuitous, ‘created by God’ and 
immutable, and was the first to put biology on 
an absolutely scientific basis by establishing 
the mutability and the succession of species” 
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[Collected Works, I, p. 142].
Engels pointed out that Darwin “dealt 

the metaphysical conception of Nature the 
heaviest blow by his proof that all organic be-
ings, plants, animals and man himself, are the 
products of a process of evolution going on 
through millions of years.” [“Socialism: Uto-
pian and Scientific,” Marx/Engels  Selected 
Works, p. 413]. Engels listed Darwin’s theory 
of evolution, the law of the preservation and 
transformation of energy, and the discovery of 
the cell as the three discoveries of the natural 
sciences in the 19th century. The achievement 
of Darwin was that he dealt a fatal blow to 
“teleology” in natural sciences and exposed 
the deceptive trick of religion. Religious ideas 
are a pillar of Idealism. A blow to religious 
ideas demolished this pillar.

Darwin’s theory of the origin and the evo-
lution of species was in opposition to meta-
physics with a large number of facts. Darwin 
proved the theory of the evolution of organic 
species and reasonably explained the law of 
the evolution of the organic world. This put 
an end to the natural philosophy dominated 
by metaphysics. The influence of Darwin-
ism on natural philosophy was similarly felt 
in the spheres of historical philosophy, legal 
philosophy, religious philosophy, etc. It would 
no longer do to use philosophical presuppos-
itions to replace the relationship between ob-
jective things, as was done in the past. “One 
must discover real relationships to eradicate 
these presumed and artificial relationships.” 
This had become a trend of the times and was 
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irresistible, whether in the realm of nature or 
the realm of the history of society. Darwin 
performed an immortal service for material-
ism and dialectics.

If Darwinism has contributed to material-
ism and dialectics, why do pragmatists declare 
that their philosophy is based on Darwinism? 
This is because on the one hand Darwinism 
itself has some defects and errors, and on the 
other hand bourgeois philosophers make use 
of these defects and errors, distort them and 
enlarge them so as to justify their idealist 
philosophy.

Darwin denied the leaps in the evolution 
of the organic world and asserted that there 
were no such leaps in nature. This goes against 
dialectics.

Darwin decided that the struggle within a 
species was the decisive factor for the evolu-
tion of living beings. He exaggerated the role 
of the struggle for survival in the process of 
evolution of the organism. This made him be-
lieve in Thomas Robert Malthus’ reactionary 
theory of population and use it to guide his 
study of the question of the struggle for sur-
vival.

The bourgeois philosophers welcomed the 
fact that Darwinism has the above-mentioned 
defects and errors. They used them to estab-
lish their “sociology.” “Social Darwinism” — 
this reactionary bourgeois school of sociology 
was established by making use of the defects 
and errors of Darwinism. Among the people 
who belong to the school of social Darwin-
ism and use Darwin’s theory of the struggle 
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for survival and natural selection in the plant 
world and animal world to interpret the law of 
the development of society, we have to mention 
Herbert Spencer, a positivist. Spencer was one 
of the earliest people who tried to pin a label 
of “biological sociology” on phenomena such 
as prices, revolution, class struggle, and so 
forth. Spencer regarded society as “an organ-
ism which is dominated by the laws of biol-
ogy.” He thought that both social organisms 
and biological organisms have a maintenance 
system — in the biological organism, it is the 
system of nutrition, and in the social organ-
ism, it is the system of production. Each also 
has a system of distribution — in the biologic-
al organism, it is the system of circulation, 
and in the social organism, it is the transport 
system. Each has a regulatory system — in the 
biological organism, it is the nervous system, 
and in the social organism, it is the govern-
ment and the army. Since society has the same 
qualities as those of a biological organism, so-
ciety itself is a kind of organism. For an organ-
ism to live soundly, all the systems and organs 
of this organism have to cooperate with one 
another and maintain a balance. Therefore, 
in order to achieve a “complete society” and 
“complete happiness,” we must maintain the 
complete balance of society. The basic condi-
tions of the complete balance of society are 
none other than the “law of equal freedom.” 
A society that is constituted based on the “law 
of equal freedom” is a complete society. The 
“balance” and “law of equal freedom” that 
Spencer talked about deny and oppose class 
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struggle. Society must cooperate and be bal-
anced like the various systems in a biological 
organism, and then it can reach a complete and 
happy state. Spencer said that a “complete so-
ciety” depends on the interdependence of its 
members and so-called “civilization” means 
making two types of demands that “fight” 
each other and are in mutual conflict, but also 
cooperate with each other (and to make this 
cooperation ripen). He divided human society 
into two categories; one is a militant type of 
society, while the other is an industrial type 
of society. In the “militant” type of society, 
the relationship between members of society 
and society is like that of the soldier obeying 
the officer. The will of the members of society 
is completely dominated by society. Primitive 
society is this type of society. In the “indus-
trial type of society,” society respects “indi-
vidual freedom” and “individual will.” The 
relationship between the employee and the 
employer, business behaviour, are all built 
on “free will” and contracts. Spencer thought 
that human society has evolved from a militant 
type of society to an industrial type of soci-
ety. What he really means by the “industrial 
type of society” is capitalist society. Spencer 
thought that capitalist society is the climax of 
human evolution. When we have reached this 
society, we have entered a state of “complete 
happiness.” Spencer’s “view of social evolu-
tion” justifies the capitalist social system and 
the interests of the capitalists. Spencer trans-
ferred biological laws to human society pre-
cisely to achieve this goal. Advocating social 
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balance, promoting class collaboration, issu-
ing a call for interdependence and opposing 
class struggle — these are the goals of Spen-
cer’s sociology. These are also the contents of 
social Darwinism.

Pragmatists declare that their philosophy 
is based on Darwinism. As a matter of fact, 
to say that pragmatism has inherited Spencer 
comes much closer to the truth than to say 
that it has inherited Darwin. The pragmatists’ 
view of society comes directly from Spencer. 
Pragmatism is a mutation of positivism, and 
whether it be in epistemology, the theory of 
morality or their view of society, it has inher-
ited the positivist views and has created very 
little of its own. The source of the pragmatist 
view of society is positivism. Positivist sociol-
ogy is the theoretical source of the pragmatist 
view of society. In the following sections, we 
will do further analysis and exposure.

II. THE PRAGMATISTS’ CRITERION OF 
THE “GOOD SOCIETY”

Pragmatists think that “society” has two 
different meanings: the “de jure” meaning and 
the “de facto” meaning. What is a “de jure” so-
ciety? Dewey said, “A ‘de jure’ ‘society’ refers 
to desirable and valuable things. It expresses 
what we wish for and what should exist. For 
example, the following qualities: loyalty to 
the common goal, mutual affection, pursuit of 
common happiness, etc. This is the ‘norma-
tive’ meaning of society.” A “de facto” society 
is different from this; it includes both the good 
society and the bad society. For instance, ban-
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dits and thieves are all included in “society.” 
Therefore, it is the “descriptive” meaning of 
“society.” Dewey thought that “the ‘de facto’ 
meaning of society describes the state of soci-
ety as it exists; whereas the ‘de jure’ ‘society’ is 
an ideal ‘society’ that we picture.” What does 
Dewey’s ideal good society like? He thought 
that there are two criteria for a good society. 
First, numerous common interests; second, 
the members of one society and another so-
ciety are to have various mutual relations and 
cooperate with one another. A bad society is 
just the opposite of this, which first has only a 
few common interests, and second, the rela-
tionship between men and between societies is 
indifferent, or even mutual hostility. Dewey’s 
ideal society is the “democratic society” that 
he advertised. He thought that the “democrat-
ic society” is the good society. Such a society 
abandons the usual “power” and uses com-
mon interests to maintain the relationship 
between people, and the relationship between 
societies. Dewey thought that the common in-
terests of society can replace organs of power 
like the government. He said, “we must do 
our utmost to increase the common interests 
among members of society so that people feel 
that there is an intimate relationship between 
individuals and between the individual and 
society, just like an organism. When an indi-
vidual develops the whole benefits from it, and 
the development of the whole is also the de-
velopment of the individual.” This is Dewey’s 
theory of social organism. Society is like an 
organism; there is an intimate relationship 
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among its members. Therefore, “common in-
terests” are the ties that bind society. With-
out such ties, society will disintegrate. Dewey 
thought that cooperation among the members 
of society can exchange experiences, can mu-
tually stimulate and lead to mutual common 
progress. He said, “when one society is iso-
lated from other societies, its experience will 
not improve with life and it cannot constantly 
reorganize and progress, and will end up be-
ing good at preserving its own customs, the 
result of which will be to trap society in the 
rut of old customs and an inability to extricate 
itself. From this, we can see the necessity for 
mutual contact and communication between 
various societies. Only by doing this can they 
exchange experiences and provide one an-
other with stimulus, and then social progress 
will not be limited by old customs.” We can 
see now very clearly the criteria of the good 
society are the promotion of class cooperation 
and class harmony. The working class and the 
capitalists should have common interests and 
should cooperate with one another. This can 
turn society into the good society. Dewey was 
living in a capitalist society where class strug-
gle was fierce. He attempted to use the trick 
of promoting class collaboration to eliminate 
class struggle and consolidate the rule of the 
bourgeoisie. It is a society where the rule of the 
bourgeoisie is solid and without “the disturb-
ance of revolts.” Dewey’s ideal “democratic 
society” is this kind of society. Such a soci-
ety “makes the various groups in society have 
frequent mutual contact, cooperate together, 
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eliminate all barriers and advance towards 
the same goal.” Can the exploiter and the ex-
ploited have “the same goal”? Can the ruler 
and the ruled “cooperate together”? Dewey 
knows the answer very well. Dewey promotes 
“cooperation” and “common interests” of the 
exploited and the exploiters — this is to be-
numb the consciousness of the working class 
so that under the exploitation and oppression 
of the capitalists, they will obediently lead the 
life of a slave and “live in harmony without in-
cidents” with the capitalists. When the work-
ing class and the capitalists “live in harmony 
without incidents,” this is the ideal society of 
the pragmatists — Dewey’s “democratic soci-
ety.”

Dewey thought that the rise of social class-
es is due to a lack of common life. Because 
there is no common life, “the relationship of 
master and servant” takes place. In politics, 
the relationship between the ruler and the 
subjects; in industry, the relationship between 
the employer and employee, etc., all are the 
relationships of master and servant. Dewey 
reverses the result and the cause and attrib-
utes the division of society into classes to the 
lack of common life and not that the lack of 
common life is due to the division into classes. 
Ever since society has been divided into class-
es, the ruling class and the ruled class, the 
slave-owners and the slaves, the landowners 
and the peasants, the capitalists and the work-
ers, cannot possibly have any common life. 
Since there are classes, the ruling class leads 
the life of the oppressor and the exploiter, 
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while the ruled class leads the life of the op-
pressed and the exploited. Ever since classes 
emerged, the oppressor and the exploiter lead 
extravagant and dissolute lives, and the op-
pressed and exploited lead a life of flogging 
and hunger. Ever since there have been class-
es, those different classes have led different 
lives. And as long as the exploitative system 
exists, there cannot be any kind of common 
life in society. Dewey attributes the division of 
society into classes to the lack of common life, 
which means that, first, there must be com-
mon life, and only then can class oppression 
be eliminated. The purpose of reversing cause 
and effect like this is very clear: if capitalists 
and workers have a common life, and if cap-
italists and workers coexist peacefully, then 
the relationship of master and servant can be 
eliminated; class oppression can be elimin-
ated too. This is Dewey’s call. To promote a 
common life means to promote class collabor-
ation and eliminate class struggle.

Dewey thought that a society that is with-
out common life must have force as its foun-
dation. He was opposed to dictatorial politics, 
because “dictatorial politics indisputably do 
not have common life and definitely cannot 
make the emotions and interests of various 
parts influence one another.” Dewey’s ideal 
government is the so-called “democracy.” 
Democracy “tries to have mutual communica-
tion and mutual influences in society; it does 
not rely on force at all but only on interest 
for its maintenance. All members of society 
have the opportunity to express interests and 
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all quarters help one another to make soci-
ety consolidated.” Dewey opposes dictatorial 
government; this is because he thought that 
maintaining rule by establishing “common 
interests” is more economical, more effective 
and can better preserve social “tranquillity” 
than to maintain the rule by force. Dewey’s 
“democracy” is very similar to the dictator-
ial government in essence. Both are a form of 
the dictatorship of the bourgeoisie. The sign-
board of “democracy” is merely there to de-
ceive the people.

We know that when the private owner-
ship of the means of production replaced the 
public ownership of the means of production, 
classes came into being and the exploitation 
of one class by another class also came into 
being. The private ownership of the means of 
production gave rise to the exploitation of one 
portion of the members of society by another 
portion of the members of society and gave 
rise to the relationship between the ruler and 
the ruled economically. At the same time, it 
gave rise to the relationship between the ruler 
and the ruled politically. Since private owner-
ship has come into being, there has not been 
any common life between the classes. Private 
ownership is the foundation and motive force 
that destroyed common life. Dewey did not 
dare to face this destructive role of private 
ownership squarely, but only used the call 
“common life” to defend private ownership. 
This is the point of departure of the pragma-
tist philosophy of society.

III. PRAGMATISTS THINK THAT 
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SOCIETY IS A PRODUCT OF “HUMAN 
NATURE”

How did society come into being? Dewey 
thought that society is a product of human na-
ture. He said, “when there is a need or inter-
est naturally a group of people will come into 
being; for example, there is the sexual desire, 
which is a natural desire. Once there is such 
a need, then a man a woman come together 
to form a family. There are also the desire for 
food and drinks and the desire for self-defence 
and self-preservation, which are also desires 
in human nature. Once there are such natural 
desires, than we have common industry and 
communications. Mankind also has the hu-
man nature of power. Therefore, there are dis-
putes; once there are disputes, then we have 
government, laws and thus the state. Mankind 
also has the human nature of belief; therefore 
there is religion. These are the causes for the 
birth of groups. In short, mankind has human 
nature, passions, interests and needs. Each 
human nature, passion, interest and need 
can give rise to a group of people.” To por-
tray society’s foundation as mankind’s human 
nature, passions, interests and needs is pure 
historical idealist nonsense. This historical 
idealist viewpoint denies the objective laws of 
social development. The psychological school 
and the voluntarists of the bourgeois schools 
of sociology also have this view that the birth 
of society is a product of human psychology.

According to historical materialism, the 
law of social development exists objective-
ly; its existence does not depend on people’s 



116

psychology, consciousness or will. Society is a 
product of the relationship between men and 
the relations of production between men and 
not a product of “human nature.” Social exist-
ence determines man’s psychological state — 
man’s psychological state does not determine 
social existence.

Dewey based society on man’s nature and 
interests. From here he deduced four reasons 
for the existence of society: first, the “mus-
tering of forces”; second, “sympathy”; third, 
“trust” and “loyalty”; fourth, a “sameness of 
purpose.” As man has the human nature of 
gaining “power,” he heeds a group to mus-
ter the forces and increase their strength. 
Dewey thought that it is due to this kind of 
“human nature” that the people in primitive 
society united themselves to resist ferocious 
animals, the enemy, together. As for “sympa-
thy,” Dewey said, “A society is like the dif-
ferent parts of the human body. There is mu-
tual influence among all parts and there is 
a common emotion. For example, when one 
finger is injured, I not only feel the pain in 
this finger but also feel that my whole body is 
influenced by the pain I am feeling. Another 
example is when many people are together in 
a family; when one member suffers, the rest 
also feel unhappy, and when one member is 
happy, the rest also feel happy. Similarly, so-
ciety on a large scale is also like this.” As for 
“trust” and “loyalty,” Dewey said, “As people 
respond to one another and have common in-
terests, they have to be able to have mutual 
“trust’ and ‘loyalty’ — even despicable bandits 
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and political parties that only seek their own 
interests, if they want to function effectively 
they have to have mutual trust, but they do not 
trust an outsider. If members of a society do 
not have mutual trust, then this society will 
definitely disintegrate.” As for a “sameness 
of purpose,” Dewey said “all social organiz-
ations need a common purpose, be it profit, 
learning or social intercourse. Only then can 
they appeal to the masses, because when there 
is a definite purpose then the people know 
the orientation and their attention can have a 
focus.” To gain power, sympathy, trust, loyal-
ty, the same orientation and the focussing 
of attention — all these originate from man-
kind’s human nature, passions, interests and 
needs. They become the reasons for the exist-
ence of society, repeatedly explaining nothing 
other than the following point: that various 
social classes must cooperate; class collabor-
ation is caused by human nature and human 
needs; class struggle goes against human na-
ture and human needs. Capitalists must “sym-
pathize” with the working class; the working 
class must be “loyal” and “trust” the capital-
ists. Capitalists and the working class must 
have a “sameness of purpose” so as to “mus-
ter forces,” have the same orientation and 
focus their attention. In short, here Dewey 
repeatedly explained such a point. There must 
be class collaboration; the proletariat should 
not oppose the bourgeoisie. The pragmatists’ 
ideal “democratic society” is a society of class 
collaboration. Such a society is “harmonious” 
and “tranquil.”
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Dewey is opposed to the existence of pol-
itical parties. He said, “we often see a polit-
ical party doing its utmost to exclude people 
of another party from the sphere of political 
power so as to achieve its own selfish aims. In 
reality, it cannot maintain this for very long 
and the reasons are the following: 1. narrow 
or few common interests, 2. in isolation from 
other social groups or in an antagonistic pos-
ition to these groups.” He thought that the 
trend of “democracy” “increases common in-
terests and mutual relations, opposes the sep-
aration of various groups and the restriction 
on the participation in common activity.” The 
existence of political parties is contrary to the 
trend of “democracy.” Therefore political par-
ties are an ill of the bad society. Furthermore, 
various countries, due to a lack of objective 
or subjective common interests, suspect one 
another, do not trust one another or even fight 
one another. This is also a vestige of the bad 
society. Dewey’s endless talk has only one 
purpose — to “instruct” people to cooperate 
and not struggle. He based society on “hu-
man nature” because it can facilitate the ex-
pounding of the “theory” of class collabora-
tion. If all men have the same heart, and if all 
hearts are the same, then there is no need for 
any “dispute.” In covering up the fact of class 
struggle and propagating class collaboration, 
the idealists aim to benumb the working class’ 
consciousness of struggle.

Pragmatists think that considerations of 
“human nature” will make it easier to restrict 
man’s behaviour and maintain social “tran-
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quillity” and law. Dewey said, “because no 
matter how human nature changes, there is 
inevitably some limit. This is the natural or-
ganization of the human body and the natural 
trend of human nature. Even if it were over-
thrown, other limits would replace it. For ex-
ample, to give way to somebody; even though 
there is no law, people do naturally give way 
to one another.” In his eyes, human nature is 
harmonious and cooperative. People can give 
in to each other. If society can be built on this 
foundation, then a lot of disturbances can be 
avoided. Dewey thought by using “human na-
ture” to replace class nature, class struggle 
could be done away with. This is only a fan-
tasy of his and all other historical idealists. 
The history of social development proves that 
society is not a product of “human nature,” 
but a product of the relations of production. 
Man’s relations of production are a material 
relationship; its exigence does not depend on 
“human nature” and is independent of it. This 
relation gives rise to different human natures, 
that is, class nature. Social structure is deter-
mined by the mode of production of material 
things and is not determined by “human na-
ture.” Pragmatists consider society a product 
of “human nature” in direct opposition to the 
materialist view of society.

IV. THE CONDITIONS FOR SOCIAL 
PROGRESS

In the eyes of pragmatists, social progress 
depends completely on the “constant contact” 
and “mutual supply of stimulus” among the 
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various members of groups sharing common 
interests. Dewey said, “when there is not much 
relationship among the various groups com-
posed of members of society, such as scholars 
and the illiterates, the ruler and the ruled, the 
strong and the weak, capitalists and labour-
ers, and these groups are separated into iso-
lated communities and have no opportunities 
for contact and cannot exchange their experi-
ences and emotions, then society will definite-
ly reach a static state.” In order to change this 
static state and change society into one that is 
dynamic and moves forward, it is necessary to 
have close contact between the ruler and the 
ruled and to have mutual stimulus between 
the capitalists and the labourers. Dewey said, 
“to give another concrete example, the prog-
ress of government and society is due to a 
close contact between the ruler and the ruled 
and the resultant stimulus. Under democracy, 
the rulers must take into account the people’s 
likes, dislikes and desires, and attach import-
ance to their habits and customs. They can-
not just pay attention to their own rights and 
selfish interests. That which forces them to 
pay attention to the people’s interests is the 
pressure exerted through elections, because 
when there is an election, the people lean 
toward those who can satisfy their expecta-
tions. Some people think that the capitalists 
today in various countries have great power 
and can manipulate all, whereas the rights of 
the labourers are weak, and cannot compete 
with the former. Therefore, the capitalists 
monopolize power in society. Under such cir-
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cumstances, it seems very difficult to preserve 
a democratic society. Granted the facts are 
so, the capitalists cannot create an outright 
dictatorship without taking into account the 
labourers’ desires, for if the labourers’ inter-
ests are looked down upon, they themselves 
can organize ‘trade unions’ to strive for their 
position in political circles. This interaction 
between the two sides can keep a democrat-
ic society moving forward and becoming a 
moving, dynamic society.” All these words of 
Dewey explain one point: social progress de-
pends on class collaboration. In his eyes, when 
the ruler and the ruled, capitalists and labour-
ers, have close contact, then they will be able 
to stimulate each other and advance together. 
Here, Dewey endlessly and indefatigably says 
to the ruled labourer — don’t oppose the rul-
er, the capitalist, but maintain close contact, 
provide mutual stimulus, cooperate with one 
heart and exchange emotions and experiences 
with him. He also explains this contract to 
the capitalists, saying that they will take into 
account the wishes of the labourers, because 
on the one hand, the labourers have their own 
labour organizations, and on the other hand, 
the labourers can exert pressure on the cap-
italists through elections, so it is impossible to 
create a dictatorial government. Dewey uses 
the system of election in capitalist society to 
carry out this deception. In fact, the elections 
in capitalist society, as we all know, are a form 
of sham democracy. All these elections pro-
duce agents of the capitalists in accordance 
with the capitalists’ will. If the ruling class 
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cannot achieve the goal of electing their own 
agents by deceptive means, they will openly 
use such means as the police, military police 
and force to achieve their goals. The “stimu-
lus” that the capitalists get from the labourers 
is surplus-value and the commodity of labour-
power. The “stimulus” that the labourers get 
from the capitalists is oppression, exploitation 
and hatred for the class enemy. Such mutual 
“stimulus” is class struggle and not class col-
laboration. Capitalists and labourers are not 
“separated into isolated communities” but 
rather the condition of the existence of cap-
italists is the existence of labourers. There 
have been “opportunities for contact” be-
tween them long ago, but this “contact” is the 
relationship between the oppressor and the 
oppressed, and the relationship between the 
exploiter and the exploited. They can never 
possibly exchange emotions and experien-
ces. Dewey said, “when the emotional force 
or the mysterious force of exchanging opin-
ions, common life and common experiences 
is felt naturally, the brutality and vulgarity in 
modern life will be immersed in a love that 
has never shone on this world before.” Dewey 
pins the hope for eliminating the brutality of 
capitalists on the exchange of opinions, com-
mon life and common experiences between 
the labourers and the capitalists. This is a de-
ception. By doing this he attempts to make the 
labourers relax their will to struggle and no 
longer oppose the capitalists’ oppression and 
exploitation.

It is not class collaboration that makes 
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society advance, but class struggle that pro-
pels the development of social history. Class 
struggle is the motive force for the develop-
ment of class society. The replacement of 
one social system by a more advanced social 
system is caused by the conflict between the 
new productive forces and the decadent re-
lations of production. The expression of this 
kind of conflict is class struggle. Revolution-
ary class struggle is the sole means to destroy 
all decadent things and old institutions that 
hinder social development. Class struggle has 
existed throughout the entire history of class 
society and is carried out in all realms of so-
cial life. Economic struggle, political struggle 
and ideological struggle are different forms 
of struggle serving class interests. The re-
sult of class struggle is that the revolutionary 
class must necessarily overthrow the oppres-
sion and rule of the decadent and reactionary 
class. The relations of production then change 
and the productive forces are liberated, so so-
ciety advances. Revolution is the locomotive 
of history. Because of revolution, the histor-
ical development of society advances in great 
strides. The aim of things that oppose and 
cover up class struggle is to prevent revolution 
and preserve reactionary rule.

Since the capitalist social system replaced 
the feudal social system, class struggle has 
been going on fiercely between the proletariat 
and the bourgeoisie. The proletariat embodies 
the new and socialized mode of production. 
The new socialized mode of production will 
replace the old capitalist mode of production 
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in all countries. The proletariat will certainly 
win victory in every country. The victory of 
the proletarian revolution will finally destroy 
all forms by which man exploits man. The re-
sult of the proletarian revolution is the realiza-
tion of a socialist and then communist society. 
Therefore, the class struggle of the proletariat 
is the motive force for the historical develop-
ment of modern society.

In order to preserve their reactionary rule, 
the reactionary decadent bourgeoisie has mo-
bilized all the forces they can mobilize and 
used all the means that they can use to pre-
vent revolution. In opposing revolution, the 
bourgeoisie stops at nothing — it is brutal and 
ruthless. The bourgeoisie has mobilized their 
“learned stewards,” having the latter “create” 
many “theories,” the purpose of which is to 
oppose revolution. The bourgeois philoso-
phers are a reactionary contingent on the ideo-
logical front with the following task: to carry 
out various activities in the realm of ideology 
so as to benumb the working class’ conscious-
ness of struggle. With this knowledge, we can 
well understand that the appearance of prag-
matists, the pragmatist philosophy and the 
pragmatist view of society is not accidental, 
but an historical product which emerged in 
bourgeois ideology to oppose revolution.



125

CHAPTER VI.
THE PRAGMATIST VIEW OF 

RELIGION — THE THEORY OF 
GOD BEING USEFUL

I. WHY DO PRAGMATISTS TELL 
PEOPLE TO BELIEVE IN GOD?

In the book,  The German Ideology, Marx 
and Engels pointed out, “all idealists, wheth-
er philosophical or religious, whether old or 
new, all believe in inspiration, revelation, the 
saviour and the creator of miracles. As for 
the form this belief adopts, whether it be a 
crude religious form or a civilized philosoph-
ical form, this only depends on their degree 
of education. Just as whether they passively or 
actively treat the belief in miracles, in other 
words, whether they are the priests who cre-
ate miracles or whether they are the followers 
of these priests and whether they are pursuing 
theoretical goals or practical goals, depends 
only on their perseverance, character and so-
cial status, etc.” As far back as 1845, Marx 
and Engels pointed out that all idealists are 
fideists; they all believe in inspiration, revela-
tion, the saviour and the creator of miracles. 
As a philosophical school of modern subject-
ive idealism, pragmatism is naturally no ex-
ception. Professionally, pragmatists are not 
priests, but professors. However, they are all 
followers of priests who are “creating mir-
acles.” Concerning fideism, pragmatists on 
the one hand adopt a crude form and on the 
other hand adopt the philosophic form, com-
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bining both. In the book, The Varieties of Re-
ligious Experience, published in 1902, James 
devoted a lot of space to the revelation of god 
and the miracles of the appearance of the sav-
iour. This means that concerning fideism, al-
though he generally uses the civilized philo-
sophical form, he did not abandon the crude 
form either. In this book, James gave many 
examples of “feeling that there is something 
beside him” to explain the existence of inspir-
ation.

The miracles of the revelation of god con-
cocted by James in this book far exceed what 
a priest does in the church. One very seldom 
sees philosophers act the way James did, who 
preached a crude religious form using a “cul-
tured” philosophical form. As for Dewey, he 
justifies fideism by adopting a more civilized 
form. He deduced religion from life experien-
ces and expressed that he was opposed to the 
supernatural. The master turned nature into 
god and the disciple turned god into nature. 
No matter what the change was, they were 
both deducing god from everything to serve 
the purpose of the “practice” of imperialism. 
As far back as 1908, Lenin pointed out this 
characteristic of pragmatism. He said, “Per-
haps the ‘latest fashion’ in the latest American 
philosophy is ‘pragmatism’ (from the Greek 
word ‘pragma’ — action; that is, a philosophy 
of action). The philosophical journals perhaps 
speak more of pragmatism than of anything 
else. Pragmatism ridicules the metaphysics 
both of idealism and materialism, acclaims 
experience and only experience, recogniz-
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es practice as the only criterion, refers to 
the positivist movement in general,  especial-
ly turns for support to Ostwald, Mach, Pearson, 
Poincaré  and  Duhem  for the belief that sci-
ence is not an ‘absolute copy of reality’ and... 
successfully deduces from all this a God for 
practical purposes, and only for practical pur-
poses, without any metaphysics, and without 
transcending the bounds of experience.” [Ma-
terialism & Empirio-Criticism, pp. 414-5]

For what “practical purposes” did the 
pragmatists deduce god? To help the imper-
ialists enslave the people. Pragmatists needed 
an opium to lull the people’s consciousness; 
therefore, they deduced god from acclaiming 
experience.

In order to perpetuate capitalist slavery, 
the bourgeoisie deceives and torments the 
working class spiritually by all means, name-
ly by imposing spiritual oppression. Spiritual 
oppression is connected with political oppres-
sion and economic oppression, which consti-
tute a whole set of means of oppression by 
the reactionary ruling class. The bourgeoisie 
and its “learned stewards” regard religion as 
an important means of carrying out spiritual 
oppression. Religion is a spiritual booze. The 
bourgeoisie forces the working class to drink 
this booze so that the latter will forget the past 
and present. In his article “Socialism and Re-
ligion,” Lenin once pointed out this quality of 
religion. He said, “Religion is one of the forms 
of spiritual oppression which everywhere 
weighs down heavily upon the masses of the 
people, overburdened by their perpetual work 
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for others, by want and isolation. The impo-
tence of the exploited classes in their struggle 
against the exploiters just as inevitably gives 
rise to the belief in a better life after death as 
impotence of the savage in his battle with na-
ture gives rise to belief in gods, devils, mir-
acles and the like. Those who toil and live in 
want all their lives are taught by religion to 
be submissive and patient while here on earth, 
and to take comfort in the hope of a heavenly 
reward. But those who live by the labour of 
others are taught by religion to practise char-
ity while on earth, thus offering them a very 
cheap way of justifying their entire exigence 
as exploiters and selling them at a moderate 
price tickets to well-being in heaven. Religion 
is opium for the people. Religion is a sort of 
spiritual booze, in which the slaves of capital 
drown their human image, their demand for 
a life more or less worthy of man.” [Collected 
Works, X, pp. 83-4]. In this passage by Lenin, 
the origin, nature and function of religion are 
very clearly explained. The reactionary ruling 
classes in history have never neglected reli-
gion, and the “stewards” and “salesmen” of 
the ruling class have never looked down upon 
religion either. In substance, all schools of 
idealism possess the function of religion, the 
function of deceiving the people and of lulling 
the working class’ consciousness. The “prac-
tical purposes” for which the pragmatists de-
duced god are for this kind of deception.

In the 20th century, with the awakening 
of the worsting class, the development of sci-
entific socialism and the progress of natural 
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sciences, religion is facing the fate of death. 
Lenin pointed out, “The modern class-con-
scious worker, reared by large-scale factory 
industry and enlightened by urban life, con-
temptuously casts aside religious prejudices, 
leaves heaven to the priests and bourgeois big-
ots, and tries to win a better life for himself 
here on earth. The proletariat of today takes 
the side of socialism, which enlists science 
in the battle against the fog of religion, and 
frees the workers from their belief in life af-
ter death by welding them together to fight in 
the present for a better life on earth.” [loc. cit.] 
Confronted with such conditions as described 
by Lenin, the bourgeoisie and their “stew-
ards” began to “reform” religion. This kind 
of “reform” has the same character as Martin 
Luther’s “religious reformation,” that is, to 
“reform” religion so that it better suits the de-
mands of the modern bourgeoisie. Luther re-
placed the slavery of believing in god with the 
slavery of faith. When the slavery of faith was 
on the brink of collapse, the pragmatists’ ex-
periential religion replaced religion that tran-
scends experience. Natural religion replaced 
supernatural religion. This was all to justify 
bourgeois interests.

II. THE “EXPERIENTIAL” RELIGION 
OF PRAGMATISM

The new conditions of the 20th century 
forced pragmatists to adopt an even “newer” 
religious form than Luther. This new form of 
religion did not appear in a crude form but 
rather in a “cultured” philosophic form. What 
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are the new conditions of the 20th century? 
First, class struggle has become even more 
acute. The rule of the bourgeoisie is like the 
setting sun with its days numbered. At the 
same time, Marxism-Leninism has become 
a world trend. The working class, grasping 
Marxism-Leninism, has become an irresist-
ible force and a conscious movement of the 
working class has sprung up everywhere. 
Finally, with the development of natural sci-
ences, the secrets of the universe are now re-
vealed, so god has no place to hide. In these 
new conditions, it becomes very difficult for 
religion to deceive people and to lull the con-
sciousness of the working class in its crude, 
antiquated forms. To suit this new historical 
condition, pragmatists began to create a new 
religion. This new religion is called “experien-
tial” religion.

Dewey, the pragmatist, is opposed to trad-
itional religion. He advocates the abandon-
ment of belief in supernatural things, and that 
religion be changed from something super-
natural into something natural, from some-
thing impalpable to something experiential, 
to invite god to come from heaven to earth, 
so that god will be adapted to the conditions 
of the time. This way it can avoid being de-
stroyed by science. The purpose of Dewey 
“reforming” religion is to avoid attacks by sci-
ence.

Dewey thought that the world of experi-
ence can also nurture faith. He thought that 
experience can be the source of religious be-
lief. How can experience give rise to religious 
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belief? Dewey said, “we only have to pay 
attention to one remarkable fact. The world 
of experienced things contains things that are 
unstable, unpredictable, uncontrollable and 
dangerous.” The world of experience contains 
dangerous things. This fact then provides con-
ditions for religion. “Divinity originates in 
fear.” Religion originates in fear. Dewey said, 
“man is afraid because he lives in a fearsome 
and terrifying world; this world is tumultuous 
and untranquil.” He thought that in being tu-
multuous and untranquil, the modern civil-
ized world is not better than primitive society; 
therefore, religion has not lost its real founda-
tion today.

Dewey thought that people live in an un-
knowable world, where luck is everything, 
where human life is a gamble. He said, “man 
has discovered that he lives in a world where 
luck is everything, that his existence, to put 
it crudely, includes a gamble. This world is 
a risky place; it is insecure, unstable, incon-
ceivably unstable; its dangers are irregular, 
inconstant; you cannot tell their time and sea-
son. Though the dangers are continual, they 
are scattered and unexpected. It is the dark-
est period before dawn. Pride is followed by 
defeat; the heydays are precisely when bad 
omens are most numerous, and in the evil 
eye, that is the best period. Disaster, famine, 
bad harvest, disease, death and defeat in war, 
can come at any time. The same is also true 
of good harvest, strength, victory, festivals, 
songs and dances. Fortune in its distribution, 
according to folk sayings, is both good and 
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bad. Sacred things and execrable things are 
potentials of the same situation, whether it be 
people, words, faces, time, spatial directions, 
rocks, wind, animals, stars, etc. There is not a 
single category of thing that has not embod-
ied sacred things as well as execrable things.” 
In this unstable, dangerous world, which is 
dominated by luck, concerning the unseeable 
world, man cannot but form expectations and 
belief, or be on guard, pray or curse. There-
fore, religion is unavoidable. Dewey thought 
that the things that can be seen exist in the 
things that cannot be seen, which is a char-
acteristic of experience. Therefore, to believe 
in things that cannot be seen does not come 
into conflict with experience. Actually, it is a 
basic datum of experience. He said, “Things 
that can be seen exist in things that cannot be 
seen; as a result, things that have not been seen 
determine what happens in things that have 
been seen. Palpable things float above impalp-
able things and things that have not been 
grasped. Between the direct, obvious and cen-
tral aspects of things and those indirect and 
covert factors that determine the source and 
development of existing things, there exists 
an opposition and a latent unharmonious 
condition. This is an indelible characteristic 
of all experiences. We can call our ancestors’ 
method of dealing with this kind of opposition 
superstitious, but this condition of opposition 
itself is not superstition; it is the basic datum 
in any experience.” Superstition is a reflection 
of the opposing condition between seeable 
things and unseeable things. Therefore, it has 
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the same quality as experience. Superstition 
and experience can coexist, therefore religion 
can be “experiential.” This is how “experien-
tial” religion came into being.

Dewey intimidates people with uncertain, 
unpredictable and uncontrollable dangers, 
telling people to rely on heaven’s favour to 
avoid such dangers and to believe in religion. 
The pragmatists’ view of religion proceeds 
precisely from this point Pragmatists use the 
“experience” of the capitalists oppressing the 
workers in modern capitalist society to re-es-
tablish a religious system. This is the source 
of “experiential” religion.

In content and substance, “experiential” 
religion and traditional religion do not differ. 
The difference is only in some forms. Prag-
matists advocate moving god from the church 
to human life experiences, to be worshipped 
there, and want god to “permeate all customs 
and activities in community life.” Pragma-
tists think that anything that can correctly be 
said to have value in terms of religious quality 
“grows outside of organized religion.” There-
fore, they do not attach much importance to 
traditional religious organizations. This is an 
important difference between “experiential” 
religion and traditional religion.

Pragmatists think that religion should 
become a universal thing, mankind’s univer-
sal need. They think that religion should not 
be used as a noun but rather as an adjective. 
One should not say “religion,” “a religion,’ but 
should say “religious.” The difference between 
“religion” and “religious” is that the former 
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limits religion in a narrow sphere, whereas 
the latter can expand the sphere of religion 
infinitely, can make religion permeate man-
kind’s entire life. “Religious” is not a particu-
lar experience but a property that belongs to 
all experiences — aesthetic, scientific, moral 
and political. Now that religion is a property 
that belongs to universal experiences, god 
is omnipresent. Dewey said, “to put it even 
more clearly, a religion (and I have already 
said there is no such thing as a general reli-
gion) always refers to a particular set of beliefs 
and practice with either loose or strict insti-
tution and organization. On the contrary, the 
adjective ‘religious’ does not refer to anything 
that is special and like an entity, whether it be-
longs to institutional or systematic beliefs. It 
refers to the attitude that can be adopted to-
wards each object and each supposed goal and 
ideal.” To make all things possess the quality 
of religion is why pragmatists advocate “reli-
gious” replace “religion.”

“Experiential” religion is what James 
called, in his book  Pragmatism, “pluralistic, 
moralistic religion.” The reason that this reli-
gion is pluralistic is that it believes not in one 
god, but many gods. Not a god that transcends 
living conditions, but a god of living condi-
tions. Any belief that is useful to life is a belief 
in god. God exists everywhere and permeates 
all kinds of life. The reason that this religion 
is moralistic is that it can be a norm for human 
life and make people behave themselves, dar-
ing not to take one wrong step and be at the 
tender mercies of the oppressors. “Pluralistic 
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religion,” “moralistic theism” and “pluralis-
tic, moralistic religion” — all these terms ex-
plain one thing only; god exists in experiences 
and permeates life.

The pragmatist view of religion is the 
“new” view of religion in the 20th century. 
As a matter of fact, it is also the most ancient 
view of religion — it is like fetishism, worship-
ping all the things in life. This view of religion 
is used to cover up the crimes of the capital-
ists and to place everywhere in life a fearsome 
god to intimidate people so that the suffering 
masses will forever groan in the sea of the 
misery of life.

After the pragmatists’ “reform,” religion 
can even better play its fundamental role, that 
is, benumb the consciousness of struggle of 
the working class and consolidate the capital-
ist social order.

III. HOW DID DEWEY OPPOSE THE 
SUPERNATURAL?

In his book, A Common Faith, Dewey criti-
cized the various schools of idealism, claim-
ing that they turned ideals about action into a 
set of tenets about an antecedent reality. Thus 
he thought the intellectual system of idealism 
had always been connected with supernatur-
al ideas. It is very correct that all idealism, 
whether in the form of philosophy or reli-
gion, whether ancient or modern, believes in 
a supernatural god. Pragmatism is a school of 
idealism and, of course, without exception be-
lieves in a supernatural god. Pragmatists do 
their utmost to cover up the partisan nature 



136

of their philosophy, pretending to be a “tran-
scendental school” that is against both ma-
terialism and idealism. However, pragmatists 
believe in god and advocate fideism, which ex-
poses their foxes’ tails. To believe in god and 
to advocate fideism — these are the important 
characteristics of idealism and pragmatism 
does possess these characteristics.

Now, let us take a look at how pragmatist 
philosophy smoothly ushers in god amidst the 
cries against the supernatural.

In his book,  A Common Faith, Dewey 
thought, “when artists, scientists, citizens 
and parents are loyal to their posts, they are 
all controlled by an unseeable thing.” What 
Dewey meant by the unseeable thing is faith. 
He thought that faith determines people’s atti-
tudes and actions and can win people’s obedi-
ence and respect. He thought the reason that 
faith could have this kind of effect is due to the 
nature of the ideal itself. In his view, religion 
can turn an unseeable ability that controls our 
fate into the ability of an ideal.

Dewey thought that using the scientific 
method to enter the mystery of the world is 
a religious action that shows faith in the in-
tellect. However, using this method to enter 
the mysterious world has been discriminated 
against by certain religious people. Still, he 
thought this was a road to “truth.” To rely on 
the combination of science and faith in pursu-
ing truth no matter how many different meth-
ods one uses in the pursuit of truth and how 
large the scope is — is just as absurd as rely-
ing on supernatural revelations in the pursuit 
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of truth. Dewey thought that relying on faith 
in the pursuit of “truth” is no different from 
relying on supernatural revelation, except that 
it is “more religious than the supernatural rev-
elation.” Dewey sought after truth that is rich 
in “religiosity.” Can one thus say that he is 
against the supernatural?

Dewey very clearly put forward the thing 
“god.” He thought that there were two views 
with regard to “god,” one of which considers 
“god” a special kind of existence, a non-ideal 
existence. The other view considers “god” a 
unity of all ideals and purposes that excite our 
will and action, a unity of various ideal values, 
an ideal existence. Dewey did not agree with 
the first kind, the traditional view, but was in 
favour of the second view. He thought that the 
second view belonged to the “experiential.” In 
fact, whether to consider “god” “experiential” 
or “non-experiential,” “ideal” or “non-ideal,” 
is fideism just the same.

Dewey opposed traditional religion and 
the worship of the supernatural. He advocated 
that religion should become secular, mundane 
and experiential. He led god from the super-
natural to “nature,” whereby the will of god 
can permeate all the aspects of man’s life.

In his book A Common Faith, Dewey put 
forward such an absurd point: there is some-
thing in common between militant atheism 
and traditional supernaturalism. They both 
consider man isolated and both lack devout-
ness towards nature. He thus put forward the 
view that in opposing supernaturalism, one 
must at the same time oppose atheism. And 
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in fact, this is what Dewey did; he opposed 
supernaturalism but god; on the contrary, he 
affirms god and believes in god. The differ-
ence between Dewey’s “god” and the “god” of 
traditional religion is that Dewey made “god” 
an experience and made “god” something 
that people can feel in their experience. “The 
sense that there is something beside one,” 
which James talked about, is the sense of god 
of pragmatism.

In opposing supernaturalism, Dewey is 
not opposing the supernatural god but rather 
he thought that supernaturalists lack devout-
ness towards nature. Dewey wants people to 
be devout towards nature and not devout to-
wards the supernatural. He thought that only 
this is in conformity with the pragmatist spirit 
and can make god into something useful.

Dewey thought that if religion is based on 
the belief in the supernatural, then religion is 
separated from the secular and this separa-
tion is detrimental to the development of re-
ligion. He advocated that there should be no 
distinction between what is religious and what 
is secular; that religion should have nothing to 
do with the supernatural, thus religious values 
will not be confined to a special realm which 
will “liberate” it from that certain special 
realm, becoming society’s religion — to use 
his own words, it will become “experiential” 
religion. In opposing the belief in the super-
natural, Dewey is worried that the traditional 
scope of religion is too narrow and its func-
tion too small. He wants to enlarge the scope 
of religion and bring into fuller play the role 
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of religion. This is the real intent of his oppos-
ition to the belief In the supernatural.

In making “god” come to earth from heav-
en, Dewey was attempting to make “god” 
directly into being in the life of human so-
ciety on earth. He thought that if the church 
in some special sense represents the super-
natural, then this will make the church’s en-
deavours in economic and political problems 
illegitimate actions. Therefore the church will 
not be able to take part in the cause of social 
“improvement” in the realm of nature and 
human affairs. In opposing supernatural reli-
gion, Dewey wants to have religion intervene 
in broader social life and intervene in human 
life. What kind of life does Dewey want re-
ligion to intervene in? He clearly stated that 
religion should intervene in the life of class 
struggle. Dewey thought that religion must 
not remain as a belief in the supernatural; we 
should make it come down to earth and make 
it into a tool to eliminate class struggle. To 
use Dewey’s words, that is to enable religion 
to bring forth impulses like charity, pity, jus-
tice, equality, freedom, etc.

From the proofs mentioned above, one can 
see that in opposing belief in the supernatur-
al, Dewey was not opposing fideism but was 
rather more firmly upholding fideism. It is not 
that Dewey did not believe in god, but rather 
that he believed in god more devoutly.

As for the ‘nature’ mentioned by Dewey, 
it also has a different meaning. The “nature” 
that Dewey mentioned is something that has 
the same meaning as the word “experience.” 
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In his book,  Experience and Nature, Dewey 
said that “experience” referred to land that 
has been tilled, changes such as day and night, 
spring and autumn, dryness and humidity, 
cold and heat, referred to people who harvest 
and plant; at the same time, it also referred to 
love, faith, enjoyment, work and encounters. 
In this way “nature” is moving towards “the 
supernatural.” There is no difference between 
“things” and “thoughts.” On the one hand, 
opposing worship of the supernatural, on the 
other hand, equating nature with things like 
faith and turning nature into an object of faith 
— thus “experiential” religion is not really op-
posing worship of the supernatural but rath-
er leading people to believe in the unseeable 
force. Be it “experiential” religion or “natur-
al” religion, it is fideism just the same, and 
fideism is exactly what the pragmatists advo-
cate.

IV. THE PRAGMATIST THEORY OF 
GOD BEING USEFUL

The difference in form between the prag-
matist view of religion and the traditional view 
of religion is that the former advocates that 
“god is useful” and the latter advocates that 
“god is manifest” and dares not directly talk 
about “using” god. God is useful and what is 
useful is god — this is the main characteristic 
of the pragmatist view of religion.

In the last chapter of  Pragmatism, James 
said the following: “On pragmatistic princi-
ples, if the hypothesis of God works satisfac-
torily... it is true.” [Pragmatism, p. 131] Prag-
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matists consider god a hypothesis, but be-
cause this hypothesis is useful, it is true. This 
tells us the substance of the pragmatist view 
of religion.

The same author, in his book The Varieties 
of Religious Experience, said the following: “As 
long as men can use their God, they are not 
much concerned about questions like who 
god is or whether there is God at all.” James 
agrees with a passage by James H. Leuba and 
quoted it in the same book. He said, “God is 
not recognized or understood; he is made use 
of, sometimes as someone who provides meat, 
sometimes used as spiritual support, some-
times as a friend, sometimes as an object of 
love. If god proves that he is useful, then there 
is nothing else that religious consciousness 
seeks. Is there really a god? In what form does 
god exist? What are the properties of god? 
These are all irrelevant questions. In the final 
analysis, not god but life, more life, broader, 
richer and more satisfactory life is the goal 
of religion. In all classes that are evolving, 
love for life is the impulse for religion.” This 
passage by Leuba represents the pragmatist 
view of religion. The pragmatists say all the 
time “lord, Jehovah,” however, they turn their 
“lord” into a “servant” into a servant that pro-
vides meat. As long as there is satisfactory 
life and the function to satisfy, there is “the 
respectable” god. This is the fundamental 
thinking of the pragmatist view of religion. 
Pragmatists invited god from heaven to earth, 
from the supernatural to society, and turned 
god beyond the world into a god that is omni-
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present. The pragmatic religious “reform” is 
no more than making religion suited to the de-
mands of monopoly capitalism.

The pragmatist view of religion appears as 
a kind of pantheism — it does not make god 
permeate the world of nature, but makes god 
permeate man’s life and thus denies the super-
natural source of god. This kind of pantheism 
is in opposition to the pantheism of Giordano 
Bruno and Baruch Spinoza. The pragmatist 
“pantheism” is a means the pragmatists adopt 
in order to gain their reactionary political 
goals. Engels said: “All religion, however, 
is nothing other than the phantastic reflec-
tion in men’s minds of those external forces 
which control their daily life, a reflection in 
which the terrestrial forces assume the form 
of supernatural forces.” [Anti-Dühring, p. 344] 
The pragmatist god is the form of supernatur-
al forces assumed by monopoly capital. This 
form, used as a tool in the rule of the modern 
bourgeoisie, can supplement what the force of 
the courts, the execution grounds, the police 
and the military cannot do.

Pragmatists turn god into a necessity 
of life; they call on people to believe in god. 
Believe in god, at least this will allow you to 
rest on Sunday — this is the way pragmatists 
propagate the advantages of god. One benefits 
from one’s belief in god. If one suffers, then 
the only thing to do is to believe in god; there 
is no need for struggle. In introducing god 
into man’s life, the purpose of the pragmatists 
is nothing other than to lull the consciousness 
of the working class, to ease and eliminate 
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class struggle.
Pragmatists introduced god into man’s 

world and harmonized god with science. 
Dewey thought that once philosophy accepts 
this kind of theory about science — that con-
cepts do not describe things that now exist or 
have existed, but describe actions to be per-
formed — then a genuine idealism, idealism 
that is compatible with science, will emerge. 
When science becomes something that de-
scribes actions to be performed, then science 
becomes hopes, yearnings and faith. Thus 
science can be harmonized with religion. The 
“genuine idealism” that harmonizes science 
and religion is naturally pragmatism.

From the pragmatist view of religion, we 
can gather the following point: the final rest-
ing place of the idealist philosophy is religion 
and the pillar of religion is idealist philosophy.
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