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This paper will compare the philosophies of John William Miller and Josiah Royce with regard to 
philosophical idealism. We hope to highlight the idealist strain in Miller’s thought by showing some 
affinities with similar themes in Royce. The relaxed term “affinity” suits the vagaries of the term 
“idealism” itself.(1) Royce was well aware of this malleable breadth. 
 

Post-Kantian idealism, viewed in its whole range of manifestation, is not any one theory so 
much as a tendency, a spirit, a disposition to interpret life and human nature and the world 
in a certain general way—a tendency, meanwhile, so plastic, so manifold, so lively, as to be 
capable of appealing to extremely different minds, and of expressing itself in numerous 
hostile teachings.(2) 

 
The equivocity of the term idealism renders our comparison more a matter of loose ‘family 
resemblances’ than of clear cut categories.  
 
There is second difficulty with idealism as a point of comparison, its reputation. Discussing certain 
impediments to the reception of Miller’s work, Vincent Colapietro points out that Miller’s idealism is 
“likely to make him seem outdated and even quaint.”(3) Much of the revolt against idealism in the 
Twentieth century took the form of hasty ab extra dismissals which left caricatures and low regard in 
their wake.(4) Association with German idealism came to imply, not depth, but a lack of rigor. With 
regard to this last charge, Etienne Gilson, one of the last century’s most brilliant scholars and no 
idealist wrote, “Whether we agree with their philosophy or not . . . . technically speaking, the 
doctrines of Kant, Fichte and of Hegel belong in the same class as the most perfectly elaborated 
Scholastic philosophies . . . of the Middle Ages.”(5) There is no way to fight this battle here; it 
suffices to say that we use the term “idealism” non-pejoratively. 
 
The panel promised a partial genealogy of idealism— one usually associates this term with a 
shattering of idols via some monstrous discovery, e.g. the leper and the ship of fools are found to be 
in the DNA of the psychiatric ward. Here, hopefully, the reverse is taking place, a negative is being 
shown in a more positive light— somewhat like discovering that an odd and embarrassing uncle has 
some merit after all. There are many possible points of comparison. Three similarities and a point of 
difference were chosen, the similarities because they may have some relevance as living ideas, and 
the difference because it seems to me to be the key difference. They are: error and truth; the 
ontological argument; triadic thinking; and the absolute. Even the point of difference, the absolute, 
is being proposed as a possible living idea.(6) The paper should not be read simply as a celebration 
of Miller. It points to perceived strengths in Miller’s work, but it equally a commendation of Royce 
and the positive legacy of idealism.  
  



2 

 

Error and Truth 
 
Royce and Miller both note that it is Plato’s Theatetus that first raises questions about the status of 
error. Kant’s transcendental dialectic— which holds that it is the fate of human reason to ensnare 
itself in paralogisms and antinomies whenever it accedes to its compulsion for metaphysical 
speculation— is another key moment. Later idealists were more optimistic about our speculative 
reach, but they came to believe that truth was ineluctably tied to error. 
 
Miller is squarely within the idealist tradition on this point, “I propose the actuality of ignorance.”(7) 
For Miller, “error is essential” and “not a source of annoyance but a logical demand.”(8) Indeed, 
“truth is only the constant escape from error.”(9) Error may live for some time as truth, and truth as 
error. This is possible because truth and error are made and not found. Error is because realism isn’t, 
“there are no absolute initial data.”(10) Truth is not a matter of copying some inherently meaningful 
bit of the world. The dialectical dance of truth and error takes place on the stage of history.  
 

The historical is the only area in which error finds objectification. . . . In history we not only 
consort with error and evil; we actually make them, objectify them, enshrine them in 
institutions, glorify them with rite and ceremony, and die for them. What a bloodless view of 
the truth it is that does not include error in the same processes by which it itself is born. . . . 
.[T]o avoid error is to avoid history, and to have no constitutional place for error is to leave 
the historical undefined and dateless . . . .(11) 

 
Royce agreed that error is essentially related to truth, and he offered several reasons why truth 
always consorts with error. First, insofar as the whole evades any finite human perspective, truth 
cannot evade error—a consequence of Royce’s holism and fallibilism. Second, Royce’s anti-realism 
has us meddling in the given, “The external reality as such is . . . never a datum. We construct but do 
not receive the external reality.”(12) Royce’s doctrine of intentionality ensures that any object is 
always an object as meant, tainted with our expectations, social training, and prior knowledge. Finally, 
Royce shares Miller’s view that truth is achieved by concrete historical action and is not merely 
theoretical.  
 
“Truth is not for these post-Kantian idealists something dead and settled apart from action. It is a 
construction, a process, an activity, a creation, an attainment. Im Anfang war die That.”(13) 
 
 

The Ontological Argument (14) 
 
Royce contended that “it is an essential feature of idealism—a difficult thesis and not the one most 
commonly made explicit—that there is a connection between essence and existence . . . .”(15) He 
believed that despite the fact that “the ontological proof is so easily refuted, you use it all the time. It 
underlies all your notions of reality.”(16) Royce’s point is that essence and existence cannot be 
treated as radically distinct. He wishes to stress their relation rather than the priority of essence. The 
relatedness of essence and existence shows itself in three important ways. First, any search for 
empirical evidence, whether one wishes to bump into sealing wax or a quark, involves assumptions 
about the what of the that being sought. Our experience is illuminated by ideas and these ideas are 
cultural artifacts, constructions, and learned inheritances. Secondly, we live on very general 
assumptions about the essence of reality that are never verified. Royce has several favorite examples 
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such as the belief undergirding the whole of natural science that “Human experience, taken as a 
totality of facts, exists”(17), or pragmatism’s judgment about the essence of truth that “it is eternally 
true that all search for truth is a practical activity”(18), or the nominalist and the realist who both 
assume, tout court, that individuals are the really real. Finally, Royce’s absolute can be reasoned to by a 
kind of ontological argument. Truth, for Royce, must be experienced if it is to be at all, and hence, 
there must be an infinite mind that knows this actual experience as the condition of the possibility of 
the experience we have.(19) This eternal actuality is never given as a datum, but we can reason to its 
necessity from indubitables like the experience of error. Royce’s point aimed beyond epistemology 
to the problem of evil; he thought such an Absolute offered reasons for hope that all will be well in 
the end— that the cold cash of human suffering will be made good by a check dated eternity.  
 
As early as his doctoral dissertation Miller allied himself with idealism’s view that “every proof is an 
ontological one, or that truth is given in the very nature of a conception.”(20) Miller agrees that 
existence and essence are not radically distinct, but fundamentally related. The point of contact is the 
midworld, and, “the functioning object is the meeting place of reason and act, of essence and 
existence.”(21) The midworld is the pre-cognitive ground of any facts— including refutative ones, 
like kicked stones and second story windows. This is not a new form of essentialism, but an effort to 
show the importance of the relation of essence and existence. This meeting place of essence and 
existence is as much a region of opacity as it is one of lucidity, as Michael J. McGandy points out, 
“no action or symbol is ever fully conscious of itself.”(22) The midworld functions tacitly and is 
transformed unwittingly in the forgetfulness of use. The hidden shortcomings of any extant 
midworld reveal themselves in what Miller calls “punishments”— explicit negative consequences 
that call for reform and revision.  
 

Triadic Thinking 
 
At first glance this would seem to be a Peircean rather than an idealist legacy, but Royce and Miller 
saw an affinity between the two.(23) Both agree that dualism is an inadequate account of our human 
epistemological situation, as is a sheer mystical monism. The former sets up a gulf that, once 
established, can never be bridged, and the latter an identity that Hegel famously described as a 
“night in which all cows are black.” This point is the crux of their critique of Bergson. To the extent 
that Bergson holds that there are but two human capacities, perception and conception, his mistake 
is dualism (24); and insofar as intuition and mysticism unify these poles he falls into an amorphous 
monism whose problematic feature is that anything can be asserted by way of intuition and hence 
nothing can be. Royce and Miller hold that there is a third capacity, interpretation, that mediates 
between perception and conception. These capacities have objects, to use Royce’s version: the 
object of conception is a universal, of perception, an individual, and of interpretation, a sign. Miller 
will prefer “symbol” to “sign” since this makes its artefactual nature more explicit.  
 
The first point of genealogical significance is Royce’s contention that a sign can function as “quasi-
mind—an object that fulfills the function of a mind.”(25) He gives as examples of such signs, “a 
word, a clock-face, a weather-vane, or a gesture . . . .”(26) This is quite similar to what Miller calls 
“pure symbols” of which Miller’s favorite example is the yardstick. 
 

I borrow now from Hegel and from Royce. The easiest approach comes from Royce, I 
think. It is his doctrine of “signs”. I would prefer to use the word “symbol.” A symbol is an 
object, a yardstick, a spoken word. These words are all objects. But they are objects which 
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nature cannot produce. They are expressive. They are objectified thought. They lead to the 
original of the portrait.(27) 

 
A second point of commonality is that Royce and Miller are making a socio- linguistic turn. We are 
not first in some Cartesian cabinet from which we must extricate ourselves with apodictic steps to 
the daylight of others and things, rather we are always-already in communication. The individual 
emerges from the community which is no mere aggregation of individuals. To put it tritely, it takes a 
village to be locked in a closet, and the village speaks a language.  
 
There are at least two telling differences. Royce, described interpretation in Spinozist terms as a kind 
of view sub specie aeternitatus, “It surveys from above. It is the attainment of a larger unity of 
consciousness. It is a conspectus.”(28) Miller brings things down to earth to a world of sound and 
fury. His notion of the “original symbol,” the human body, is a striking example of this, one that 
goes against the very grain of the dominant (Platonic and Christian) traditions of Western thought 
that so scorned the body. Miller’s re-introduction of the body is in stark contrast to Royce’s ocular 
conspectus, for Royce the “body” is the body of Christ, the beloved community. The second point 
of difference can be summed up by saying that for Royce the world signifies whereas for Miller we 
do. One might think of this along the lines of the difference between the early and the late 
Heidegger—with Miller making the semiotic realm a product of our activity and Royce, in a sense, 
“listening to being.” Royce speculates that “the very being of the universe consists in a process 
whereby the world is interpreted—not indeed in its wholeness, at any one moment of time but in 
and through an infinite series of acts of interpretation.”(29) Royce is a panpsychist(30) and this 
means that everything is in some sense a mind, not, to be sure, as “mere registering machines”(31), 
but as significant and interpretive beings. The cosmos is abuzz with communication, “the real world 
itself is, in its wholeness, a Community” (32), or “the universe . . . is a realm which is through and 
through dominated by social categories.”(33) Miller does not follow Royce down this speculative 
path and his semiotics retains a more humanistic character. 
 

The Absolute  
 
Royce’s concept of the Absolute evolved, and I think it is better to see these changes as consistent  
enrichments of the view from a fresh perspective, rather than as a sharp break between some “early” 
and “late” Royce.(34) In the earlier work, the absolute is described as an infinite mind that is the 
condition of the possibility of our scientific and common sense experience. In the later work, Royce 
emphasizes a community of interpretation and ethico-religious justification. The absolute is not 
simply an intellectual device, but a need, an ethical and religious telos, “we all need the superhuman, 
the city out of sight, the union with all life—the essentially eternal.”(35) Royce expended great effort 
wrestling with epistemological issues because they were the philosophical currency of his day. Royce 
repeats, again and again, that philosophy is a kind of rewording or recapitulation. He saw no way to 
call humanity back to a forgotten God except by passing through these problems to his desired end. 
 
Ever the perceptive interpreter, Miller put his finger on the fact that “Josiah Royce’s Absolute is an 
essentially realistic device.”(36) This is true insofar as the epistemological aspects alone are 
considered, and Miller is clear he will have none of the religious dimension and “its tendency to 
eventuate in some dogmatic completion.”(37) Miller repeatedly voices his objection to philosophical 
demands that are ahistoric and eternalistic. 
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Miller does not find the very idea of an absolute ridiculous. Contemporaray discomfort with the 
unconditioned is a Cartesian legacy, a consequence of the demand that philosophy proceed from 
certain ground by apodictic steps, “We resist the unconditioned. It seems obscurantist . . . . But I am 
rejecting the idea that we come upon utterance. I say it is the unconditioned. It is rather the self-
conditioning.”(38) We say it is unconditioned since it must already be functioning if we are to say 
anything at all. Criticism will reveal that the Absolute is the self-conditioned, an inheritance of 
concretized praxis, “Instead, then, of proposing the unconditioned as an answer let it be considered 
as the property of a problem.”(39) He says it is a “property of a problem” rather than “the problem 
itself” because each unconditioned is historically specific. Absolutes succeed one another serially; 
hence the task of criticism is ever present. That there is always some absolute at work leads Miller to 
the conclusion that, “the absolute is the form of finitude.”(40) Since all absolutes are made and proposed 
by acts of humans in history, “all absolutes are doomed.”(41) He will do away with the notion of an 
eternal spectator, of a “heavenly city . . . not built by hands.”(42) He avers that “truth has stepped 
down from eternity into time, and so into specific events.”(43) Royce’s heavenly city out of sight has 
become an earthly polis. Miller and Royce agree that some absolute is always already functioning, but 
they disagree with regard to its nature. For Royce it is a “city out of sight” ruled by a panoptic 
interpreter. For Miller, it is a city built by human hands, fated to Ozymandias’ end. Miller offers us a 
thoroughgoing finite historicism wherein any functioning absolute is our own handiwork— an 
inheritance to be recognized, revised, and relinquished. 
 
Miller’s philosophy faces the same problems of reflexivity that any relativism does: there is at least 
one eternal truth, that all truth is historically conditioned— except this very truth. Neurath’s boat 
analogy springs to mind here— the idea that philosophy is like having to rebuild a ship at sea. 
Quine, an admirer of Neurath’s boat, writes: 
 

Have we so far lowered our sights as to settle for a relativistic doctrine of truth—rating the 
statements of each theory as true for that theory, and brooking no higher criticism? Not so. . 
. . [W]e continue to take seriously our own particular aggregate science, our own particular 
world-theory . . . . Unlike Descartes, we own and use our beliefs of the moment, even in the 
midst of philosophizing . . . . Within our own total evolving doctrine, we can judge truth as 
earnestly and absolutely as can be; subject to correction, but that goes without saying.(44) 

 
I believe Miller would feel a qualified affinity for this remark. Philosophy arrives late in the day, and 
no philosopher has ever philosophized without first mastering an already functioning inheritance of 
great complexity, one not of his or her own making. One needs a lot of time on the water before 
knowing which planks are rotten and in need of repair or replacement. But how do we escape the 
reflexive paradox? Well, we don’t, if escape means finding some apodictic ground from which to 
proceed; we must simply live with some paradox and proceed from where we are. Consistency 
demands that we admit that historicism has no special status and is indeed subject to revision, “but 
that goes without saying.” I think a pragmatic criterion might come in handy here. On the Millerian 
view there is quite a lot for philosophy to do that relates to our chances of living well in this world. 
Those who trot out the reflexive paradox as a reason to disengage from the task of criticism must 
ultimately settle for some form of dogmatism, skepticism, or silence. 
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