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     	 Royce’s Argument for the Absolute
 
	 W.J. Mander
 

 
 
 
  In 1885 in the penultimate chapter of his first book, The Religious Aspect of Philosophy, Josiah Royce put forward an argument for Absolute Idealism based on the possibility of error. He considered the argument a most important one and returned to it on numerous occasions after that, slightly recasting it each time,1 but never, he later claimed, really leaving it behind. Nor was he alone in his opinion of it; well received by his contemporaries, such as William James, the argument did much to establish the young Royce’s reputation.2
 Like the Absolute Idealism which it was designed to support, Royce’s once-famous argument is now largely forgotten, yet there is no real justification for this save fashion, for it deals in a fresh and imaginative way with a subject matter still very much discussed in the literature. The purpose of this study is to reconsider Royce’s argument and to assess its validity. I shall examine it in some detail below, but first let me give a very brief summary of Royce’s case keeping as close as possible to his own original presentation of it. [End Page 443]
  1. royce’s argument
 Santayana considered it characteristic of Royce the man that he should begin his argument for the Absolute with something as sad and troublesome as the existence of error.3 Be that as it may, the real reason why Royce choose this as his starting point was its undeniability. Even the most radical sceptic must admit that error is possible, for what else is scepticism but the claim that we may be in error? Yet what is error, and what makes it possible? Here Royce senses a potential entré;e into categorical metaphysics; if we can only isolate the preconditions for the possibility of error we will have made a significant advance, for since it is possible, we can say with certainty that they are actual (whatever they may turn out to be). As Royce himself puts it: “The conditions that determine the logical possibility of error must themselves be absolute truth” (RAP 385).
 But just what is required to support the possibility of error? What, we might ask in the manner of a transcendental or Kantian argument, are its necessary preconditions? Royce begins his investigation by noting that truth and error are properties properly speaking, not of single ideas, but of judgments (RAP 396). A common-sense view of things might be tempted to think of error as a judgment that does not agree with its object, but Royce argues that this threatens to make error wholly impossible. For a judgment is mistaken only if it fails to agree with its intended object (RAP 397). But how can that ever come about? If we know enough to intend some object, how can we make a mistake about it? How can any description fail to agree with its intended object, if the only object it has is that which it actually describes (RAP 404)?
 Royce gives a helpful example concerning the problem of other minds. Borrowing an idea from Oliver Wendell Holmes’s Autocrat at the Breakfast Table he suggests that when John and Thomas are conversing we in fact need to distinguish four persons: the real John, the real Thomas, John as Thomas conceives him and Thomas as John conceives him. Royce asks: When John judges how can he be in error?
  About whom . . . can he err? About his Thomas? No, for he knows him too well. His conception of Thomas is his conception, and what he asserts it to be, that it is for him. About the real Thomas? No, for it should seem according to common sense, that he has nothing to do with the real Thomas in his thought, since that Thomas never becomes any part of his thought at all.
 (RAP 408)
 
 We find ourselves, it would seem, in an impasse. Error seems unavoidable but, at the same time, impossible. The only solution, Royce thinks, is to deny our common sense view of error and propose an alternative. [End Page 444]
  Let us overcome all our difficulties by declaring that...
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