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Bowne and Peirce on the Logic
of Religious Belief

Introduction

To compare the origins of personalism and pragmatism in the
American philosophical tradition is not a novel idea; at the same
time, this comparison has not been extensively studied. In 1934
Edward T. Ramsdell wrote a series of three articles addressing the
pragmatic elements in the personalist philosophy of Borden Parker
Bowne.! And Francis J. McConnell in his biography of Bowne
devotes one chapter to Bowne’s relation to pragmatism.? Both men
understand “pragmatism”inits “Jamesian” version. This, of course,
makes sense insofar as Bowne was well acquainted with both James
and his work. However, Bowne was opposed to the relativizing
extreme toward which many so-called pragmatists moved. This
opposition put him in the company of Charles S. Peirce, one of the
originators of American pragmatism. Peirce likewise resisted the
direction of popular pragmatic thought; indeed, he went so far as to
rename his own theory “pragmaticism” so that it would be too ugly
for kidnappers.® Given this commonality of tempered pragmatism,
it seems to me reasonable to explore further the similarities in the
work of Peirce and Bowne. What follows is a step in that direction.

My purpose in this paper, therefore, will not be to pursue the
genealogical connections between Bowne and James that were begun
by Ramsdell and McConnell. While in many ways I disagree with
Ramsdell’s assessment of Bowne, I do think the case for the James-
Bowne connection is sound, particularly in light of the correspon-
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dence between the two.* Nor is my intention here to “revise” the
history of American philosophy, though I do believe thereis much to
be done in reassessing the transition from transcendentalism to
“classical American philosophy.” Rather, I want to compare some
particular features of the work of Bowne and Peirce, who, if not the
sole originators, were at least significant contributors to the origins
of personalism and pragmatism respectively. The particular fea-
tures I will explore have to do with understanding the nature of
religious belief. The goal of the comparison is twofold. On the one
hand, I hope to show both personalism and pragmatism in new
lights: to see that pragmatism is not necessarily anti-idealistic, nor
personalism anti-pragmatic. On the other hand, I want to suggest,
though thereis not time here for a thorough defense, that Bowne and
Peirce together made a neglected but significant contribution to the
philosophy of religion that is relevant to contemporary discussions.

Outline

The comparison at hand shall focus on a few specific articles and
should not be understood as an attempt to conflate the work of
Peirce and Bowne. Rather, it should be construed as an attempt to
draw important similarities out of the context of their differences.
My analysis of Bowne’s thought derives from two articles: “The
Logic of Religious Belief” originally published in 1884 in the Meth-
odist Review, and “Gains for Religious Thought in the Last Genera-
tion” originally published in 1909-10 in the Hibbert Journal.® Con-
cerning Peirce’s thought I rely primarily on his essay, “A Neglected
Argument for the Reality of God” published in the Hibbert Journal
in 1908 and its unpublished “Additament” written circa 1910. Each
of these readings addresses the question of how a person might come
to and maintain a belief in theism. Let me begin, then, by providing
a brief overview of the two central pieces: Peirce’s “Neglected
Argument” and Bowne’s “Logic of Belief.”











































