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WILLIAM JAMES’S PLURALISTIC ONTOLOGY: WITH A FOCUS ON THE
CONCEPT OF ‘RELATION’

Shusuke YAMANE

ABSTRACT : The purpose of this study is to elucidate the structure of William James’s pluralistic ontology which

is one of the major features of his ‘radical empiricism’. Its fundamental thesis is that “the relations that connect
experiences must themselves be experienced relations, and any kind of relation experienced must be accounted as
‘real’ as anything else in the system”. According to this theory, all of the experienced terms can be connected by
relations which stand between them, and many researchers of James’s philosophy have emphasized the aspect of the
continuity in his ontology, or ‘Weltanschauung’.

However, James does not think that everything in this world is continuous. He also says that “conjunctions and
separations are, at all events, coordinate phenomena which, if we take experiences at their face value, must be

accounted equally real”. We must consider the discontinuity of our experience, as well as its continuity. In order to

do so, it is necessary to focus on the concept of ‘relation’, in particular that of ‘external relation’. By comparing
with Bradley's concept of ‘internal relation’, we can clarify what ‘external relation” means and show how this
relation forms James’s pluralistic ontology.

Key Words : William James, F. H. Bradley, external relation, pluralistic ontology



