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For Nicholas and Camilla



Preface

If the twenty-first century has a watchword, it is ‘sustainability’. For whatever our anxious concern – be it environmental changes or energy politics, healthcare availability or economic indicators, war or education funding – the overriding philosophical question at stake is ‘How can we find a balance which can sustain what we value?’ Such language is telling. By framing contemporary goals with terms like balance and sustainability, our era distinguishes itself from earlier ones seeking the ‘holy’, ‘good’, ‘profitable’, or ‘efficient’. While those values are still important, my point is that it is becoming ever more routine for us to describe our enterprises’ overarching goal in language that is deeply functional and ecological. (We no longer ask ‘Are we there yet?’ so much as ‘How are we doing?’) More and more, our philosophical questions imply that answers will be sought amid the processes and materials of life, not in a realm beyond our experience or in the distant future or past.

The attitude that goals and values should be sought within experience, among the events and objects of the natural world, forms the core of Dewey’s philosophical vision. As he expresses it,

[T]he process of growth, of improvement and progress, rather than the static outcome and result, becomes the significant thing . . . The end is no longer a terminus or limit to be reached. It is the active process of transforming the existent situation. Not perfection as a final goal, but the ever-enduring process of perfecting, maturing, refining is the aim in living.

(MW12:181; emphasis mine)

Dewey’s philosophy is one of change. He writes not just about change, but for a changing world. Readers may be surprised to find that this progressive viewpoint extends to every major area he considers. Dewey’s approach is motivated, I believe, by his personal drive to ameliorate a burgeoning array of human problems with tools his philosophy could provide. Whether he is considering issues in education, politics, aesthetics, religion, or anything else, Dewey’s moral commitment is for these human achievements to adapt, survive, and grow. For this reason, Dewey’s philosophy stands out as a twenty-first-century philosophy of sustainability.

Purpose of the book

In the past two decades, Dewey scholarship has flourished in both quantity and quality. While Dewey’s popularity remains small relative to, say, Nietzsche or Wittgenstein, it is increasingly easy to find dissertations, books, articles, seminars, conferences, and even professional societies devoted to studying Dewey’s thought. Indeed, at the present time, the most prominent academic society for American philosophy (the Society for the Advancement of American Philosophy) has a president, past president, and incoming president who have all written extensively on Dewey. Given the range of material now available on Dewey, a word about where this book fits in the larger corpus of Dewey studies is in order.

This book’s main purpose is to clearly communicate a detailed account of the widest possible range of Dewey’s philosophical views. From the nature of man to the nature of God, I explain Dewey’s views by an approach one might call ‘taking the car apart, then putting it back together’. In other words, these pages explore what Dewey said rather than attempting to place him into the grand sweep of philosophical or intellectual history.

Put differently, there are several things this book is not. First, this is not an esoteric monograph offering a ‘radically new interpretation’ of Dewey. (If anything, this book reinforces my previous interpretation in Beyond Realism and Antirealism: John Dewey and the Neopragmatists.) Second, there are no attempts to correct other Dewey scholars; I pick no internecine fights here. Secondary sources are cited to advance an explanation or enliven a particular point’s description. Third, this is not an intellectual biography of Dewey or a work of philosophical history; no attempts at career-long, developmental accounts of Dewey’s thought on any particular topic are given. (Dewey’s ‘mature’ views predominate in the text.) Nor are there any serious attempts to rank Dewey within philosophy generally or within ‘pragmatism’, the movement with which he is most closely associated. Historical context is frequently offered but this is done solely to amplify understanding of the matter at hand. Any of these alternative approaches are, of course, legitimate. I have not taken them because they would have dramatically diverted me from my purpose: to give the most detail of the widest range of Dewey’s views. Readers whose critical appetites are whetted by mention of a particular topic or historical period should consult the list of further reading that rounds out this book.
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Introduction

Philosophy is criticism; criticism of the influential beliefs that underlie culture; a criticism which traces the beliefs to their generating conditions as far as may be, which tracks them to their results, which considers the mutual compatibility of the elements of the total structure of beliefs. Such an examination terminates, whether so intended or not, in a projection of them into a new perspective which leads to new surveys of possibilities.

(LW6:19)

In many ways, John Dewey epitomizes what an intellectual life can be. An enormously productive scholar, teacher, family man, and prominent public intellectual, Dewey’s ideas were keenly attended by both academic and lay audiences over the course of three generations. As a public figure, he lectured extensively at home and abroad, including travel to China, Turkey, Mexico, and the Soviet Union. While he did engage in the specialized dialectic of philosophers, Dewey also spoke to ordinary people about issues of broad moral significance such as economic alienation, war and peace, human freedom, race relations, women’s suffrage, and educational goals and methods. Frequently, he did more than write or lecture; Dewey was founder and first president of the American Association of University Professors, first president of the League for Independent Political Action, and president of the American Psychological Association; he helped found the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, and was deeply involved in the teachers’ union movement in New York City.

As a scholar and writer, Dewey’s oeuvre is extraordinary: forty books and approximately seven hundred articles in over one hundred and forty journals. Many of his most renowned works were published after he was sixty years old. He had an eminent career as a professional philosopher, and is universally considered (along with William James and Charles S. Peirce) as a primary founder of American pragmatism. Dewey also served as an early president of the American Philosophical Association and was invited to speak in philosophy’s most prestigious lecture series.1

Dewey’s biography is complex, but several facts are worth mentioning. Born in 1859, he grew up in a merchant-class family in New England, strongly influenced by a devoutly religious mother. After college, Dewey taught high school before taking up graduate studies at Johns Hopkins with Charles S. Peirce, George Sylvester Morris, and G.S. Hall – a pragmatist, Hegelian, and experimental psychologist, respectively. (Dewey’s dissertation critiqued Kant’s psychology and earned him a Ph.D. in 1884.) In retrospect, Dewey credited his graduate study of Hegelianism with liberating him from both personal and philosophical difficulties.2 This early liberation initiated Dewey’s lifelong enterprise of treating various experiences (bodily, psychical, imaginative, practical) as capable of integration into dynamic wholes. Though Dewey’s work became increasingly less Hegelian, the basic intent (of framing phenomena in a synthetically organized way) remained influential throughout his career.

Dewey’s family and his reputation as a philosopher and psychologist grew while he taught at various universities, including the University of Michigan.3 In 1894 he landed two major positions at the University of Chicago, chairing departments in Philosophy (including psychology) and Pedagogy (including the directorship of the Laboratory School). In Chicago, Dewey became active in social and political causes, including Jane Addams’ Hull House. Dewey resigned his Chicago positions in 1904, over conflicts related to the Laboratory School, and soon accepted a position at Columbia University in New York City. Dewey spent the rest of his teaching career (1905 to 1930) at Columbia (including Teacher’s College). Almost two decades after his wife died, Dewey married Roberta Lowitz Grant. John Dewey died of pneumonia in his home in New York City on 1 June 1952.

Dewey’s popularity has surged over the past couple of decades. While some of this may be due to the rediscovery of his particular genius, several other contributing reasons seem likely.4 One reason is that Dewey appeals to people as a thinker who is both intelligent and engaged. By keeping his scholarly work connected to practical affairs beyond the academy, Dewey ensured wider interest in, and test of, his ideas. Such public intellectuals are rare today, and renewed interest in Dewey may indicate a general yearning for more responsible and informed discussion of contemporary moral and political issues. Another explanation of Dewey’s resurgence may derive from some important historical parallels. Dewey’s early twentieth-century America was searching for guidance on many problems which concern people today: problems of unemployment, homelessness, and the lack of medical services for the poor; the indifference of the wealthy toward the poor and working poor; the balkanization of pluralistic societies into economically and culturally stratified suburbs; the isolation brought about by consumerism and hyper-individualism. As such problems have captured the attention of philosophers and political scientists, there has been increased interest in ‘communitarian’ moral and political philosophy. Insofar as Dewey is regarded as a philosopher deeply concerned with democracy, ‘the public’, and ‘the Great Community’, contemporary scholars are looking back to his work for insight.


Two keys to understanding Dewey

The chapters that follow will thoroughly acquaint readers with Dewey’s philosophical ideas and methods. Here, I outline two beliefs fundamental to Dewey which will aid readers in their understanding of the occasionally complicated terrain that lies ahead.

Practical Starting Point: the first guiding belief concerns one’s approach or stance toward the activity of philosophy.5 For too long, philosophy has been largely concerned with logical demonstration based on certain premises – it has approached issues with a ‘top down’ rather than ‘bottom up’ method. The top-down method may be said to use a ‘theoretical starting point’ because it already assumes much about what must be discovered prior to any actual philosophical inquiry. For example, investigations into the nature of perception that start out with fairly definite presumptions about, say, ‘subjects’ and the ‘objects’ they are perceiving; or, investigations into moral questions that presume that, whatever particular answers are found, morality consists in one overarching and universal principle.

Why, Dewey asks, should each successive generation of philosophers accept these theoretical assumptions? Why should it be assumed that there is, for example, a single overarching principle of morality – or a dualism between subject and object in perception? Such predeterminations are unfounded; moreover, Dewey argues, they lead philosophical inquiry into insoluble problems and dead ends. They divert philosophical talent away from addressing practical problems.

Instead, Dewey urges a practical starting point, a bottom-up approach to philosophical inquiry. Drawing strongly upon William James’s ‘radical empiricism’, Dewey proposes that philosophers avoid prejudicial frameworks and assumptions and accept experience as it is lived. Such an approach is self-consciously empirical, fallible, and social; employing it, Dewey writes, can ‘open the eyes and ears of the mind . . . [with sensitivity] to all the varied phases of life and history’ (LW1:373). By recommending a more humble and mindful respect for experience, Dewey is not suggesting a surrender to irrationality; after all, it is in experience that one finds patterns of inquiry and logic useful for ordering and directing future events. Rather, he is suggesting that philosophy seek greater coherence with life as experienced throughout the day. Thus, this practical starting point is more than a strategy for doing philosophy; it is the profound and consequential acknowledgment that philosophy’s inquiries are similar to many others: done by particular people, with particular perspectives, at a definite time and place, with consequences that must be considered. In other words, philosophy must be done as if it actually matters.

Melioristic Motive: the second guiding belief is the view that philosophical questions about knowledge and truth can never be completely walled off from efforts to create and preserve value. Dewey is an inveterate arguer whose works frequently begin with devastating critiques of traditional positions. But however diverse the subject matter, these critiques are frequently unified by Dewey’s meliorism. Meliorism is the belief that this life is neither perfectly good nor bad; it can be improved only through human effort. Philosophy’s motive for existing, then, is to make life better.

This is no blind faith, tossed off sentimentally by Dewey; it is a working hypothesis, drawn from experience. To accept the challenge implied by the melioristic hypothesis is to admit that the proper purpose of intellectual inquiry is to search for ways (ideas, practices) to improve this life rather than to look for absolute value or reality per se. If philosophy is more than intellectual recreation, it must somehow engage with ‘the problems of men’. This is Dewey’s touchstone.

Dewey’s entreaties – that philosophy start from lived experience (practically), motivated by moral ends (meliorism) – are prescriptive but necessarily vague. They pose a challenge to professionalized philosophers, who tend to respond by demanding specifics. Which cherished philosophical problems should be abandoned – and when? Where should philosophical investigations be focused instead? What happens to the identity of philosophy once it abandons traditional problems? Dewey’s general retort to such responses is ‘look around’. Philosophy can discover new problems in the crucible of common life if its practitioners have the courage and emotional intelligence to trade certain answers for questions which aim to make life better.

Plan of the book

Chapter 1, ‘Experience’, takes up areas fundamental to Dewey’s naturalism – what it means for things to exist in modes which might be labeled physical, psychical, and semantic (or meaningful). Issues covered here include Dewey’s ‘psychology’ as well as his special account of how organism–environment transactions produce ‘experience’. Chapter 2, ‘Inquiry’, explores Dewey’s naturalistic reconstruction of epistemology (with its traditional components of knowledge, justification, and truth). Inquiry is a central feature of Dewey’s instrumentalist philosophy, and plays a significant role in every other chapter in this book because each of them (morality, politics, education, art, and religion) constitutes a special inquiry of their own. Chapter 3, ‘Morality’, explains how Dewey uses transactional experience and experimental inquiry to revamp moral theory. The result, ‘moral science’, is presented as a way to address practical problems without becoming insensitive to the complexities and nuances of moral life. Chapter 4, ‘Politics’, focuses on Dewey’s critique of liberalism and its account of the individual’s relation to society. Dewey’s emphasis on community-based, participatory democracy is also explored, along with its necessary, interdependent relation to liberal education. Chapter 5, ‘Education’, covers the area for which Dewey was most widely known. Here I explain why Dewey rejected many of his era’s conventional restrictions on children, teachers, and curriculum and why he believes that fostering children’s self-sustaining habits of creativity and cooperative inquiry should be the primary mission of a humane (and democratic) education. Chapter 6, ‘Aesthetics’, explores how Dewey’s metaphysical views about experience apply to art objects, artistic production and appreciation, and communication in general. For Dewey, aesthetic experience describes a phase characteristic of any deeply meaningful experience – regardless of whether an artwork is involved. In this regard, aesthetics promises important clues for how ordinary life could be made more fulfilling. Chapter 7, ‘Religion’, looks at religious experience, concepts, and institutions through the eyes of a devoted naturalist and pragmatist. Dewey rejects transcendentalism in religion, and argues that life’s tribulations are more effectively addressed by instrumental intelligence. Because religions have forged many communal bonds helpful to the social and moral good, Dewey argues that rather than renouncing religions wholesale it would be preferable to draw from religious experience those elements consistent with a secular, nontranscendental ‘common faith’ in intelligent inquiry. Finally, the Conclusion, ‘Philosophy as Equipment for Living’, argues that Dewey is worth reading today not only for his philosophical insights, but also for the uses his methods provide in a variety of fields outside philosophy. Three such fields (medicine, environmentalism, feminism) are sketched.

Each chapter is designed to stand on its own. While the book strives to offer a cumulative and integrated portrait of Dewey’s thought, those interested in just a few specific topics (e.g., religion and art) can obtain informative and coherent content by selectively reading the pertinent chapters.



1

Experience: mind, body, and environment

Psychology is concerned with the life-career of individualized activities. . . .[Its] subject-matter is the behavior of the organism so far as that is characterized by changes taking place in an activity that is serial and continuous in reference to changes in an environment that persists although changing in detail.

(LW5:224)

After ignoring impulses for a long time in behalf of sensations, modern psychology now tends to start out with an inventory and description of instinctive activities. This is an undoubted improvement. But . . . till we know the specific environing conditions under which selection took place we really know nothing. And so we need to know about the social conditions which have educated original activities into definite and significant dispositions before we can discuss the psychological element in society. This is the true meaning of social psychology.

(MW14:66)

Introduction

To understand the world, we try to understand ourselves: how we perceive, feel, think, and act. We ask questions like, what is an emotion and what, if anything, is it about? How do habits form and why are some so difficult to change? What is consciousness? More grandly, we wonder about the relation between all of our mind’s various functions and our sense of what life is all about. We wonder, in short, how psychological experiences can add up to the experience of a meaningful world.

Many today hope that psychology can resolve questions about life’s meaning. We look to surgery, pills, and therapy to help ‘correct’ our brain functions, expecting that these procedures will answer our questions. Dewey, too, began his career with the expectation that psychology held the key to philosophy’s big questions. As he developed his own psychological theories, Dewey came to two realizations: first, that psychology’s accounts of human behavior were inadequate because they were built upon several old and misleading philosophical assumptions. Second, he came to see that grappling with the meanings of human existence required more than the discipline of psychology could ever provide. In his view, psychology was one, and only one, tool for understanding experience, but much about experience is comprehensible only through art, politics, ethics, and religion – all beyond the bounds of psychology. He came to see that philosophy as a discipline was morally bound to greater engagement with these arenas than scientific psychology.

This chapter is foundational to the rest of the book because it explains how Dewey’s reconstruction of the psychological components of human behavior (instincts, perceptions, habits, acts, emotions, and conscious thought) lead to his development of the concept of experience – a concept that Dewey invokes in every other area of his philosophy. This notion of experience is crucial because it empowers Dewey to liberate the individual mind from subjective isolation so that it can be understood as it functions with and through the natural and social environments.

To understand Dewey’s mature psychology and philosophy of experience, let us briefly consider several important philosophical and psychological influences near the start of Dewey’s career. Philosophically, Dewey began as a Hegelian Idealist. His graduate study of Hegelianism in the 1880s with George Sylvester Morris offered Dewey hope that longstanding divisions between ‘subject and object, matter and spirit, the divine and the human’ could be overcome (LW5:153). Hegelianism inspired Dewey to believe that all kinds of human experience – bodily, psychical, imaginative, and practical – could be explained as integrated parts of whole, dynamic persons. Though Dewey eventually leaves Hegelianism behind (for experimentalism), his early study of Hegel inculcated in Dewey a fundamental bent toward interpreting phenomena in synthetically organized ways. (As later chapters on morality, politics, education, etc., will show, this approach – overcoming dualisms and reaching new syntheses – remains central to Dewey’s approach for the remainder of his career.) It was also during this period that Dewey ambitiously pursued studies in psychology. He had high hopes for this new discipline’s ability to describe and explain experience; at this time he referred to psychology as the ‘completed method of philosophy’ (EW1:157). Though he later downgrades this lofty estimation of psychology’s potential, it nevertheless remains for Dewey one of the most important ways that solid scientific fact can be put in conceptual connection with more freeform philosophical theories.

The period in which Dewey studied (and tried to reconstruct) psychology was a fertile one for the field, and a few words about the historical context should be helpful. During the late nineteenth century, psychology was dominated by two schools, introspectionism (or ‘mentalism’) and the newer physiological psychology (imported into  America from Germany). Introspectionism arose out of the classical associationist psychology of eighteenth-century British empiricists such as John Locke and David Hume. The vocabulary used by these early figures varies somewhat, but in essence classical associationism accounts for intelligent behavior with two main components: (1) internally inspected – ‘introspected’ – entities, such as perceptual experiences (which can supposedly be discovered through mental self-examination) and (2) thoughts or ideas. Intelligent behavior, they argued, arises as the product of associative learning. In short, the mind takes its internal sensations (sometimes called ‘impressions’) along with their fainter copies (mental images) and through repeated associations with ideas (or thoughts), basic intelligence develops. These basic associative pairings (e.g., pairing of ‘red’ with a red-stimulus or internal image of red) are then further associated with other such discoveries, and the resulting web of interrelated concepts is what we commonly call ‘knowledge’. Through complicated sets of such associations, animals and people become familiar with their environment and how to act in it; more sophisticated animals use association to discover the causal structure of the world.

The important link between the associationists’ account and ‘introspectionism’ stems from the fact that the method of discovery (of the mind’s components and their linkages) is one of introspection. This method had a tenacious hold on many in psychology; even when later psychologists such as Wilhelm Wundt (Leipzig) and E.B. Titchener (Cornell, NY) endeavored to explain mental phenomena with the ascendant physiological and experimental methods (e.g., by using dedicated laboratories), they nevertheless retained classical associationism’s commitment to introspection as an indispensable part of the method for revealing mental life. In the early part of the twentieth century, introspectionism was further attacked by the ascendant behaviorist movement, which condemned its perpetuation of a mind–body dualism and for the lack of explicit, experimental, and verifiable standards.1

The other important movement during Dewey’s formative period was physiological psychology. Dewey first studied it in graduate school with G. Stanley Hall, taking all of Hall’s classes (including classes in theoretical, physiological, and experimental psychology); in addition, Dewey conducted experiments on attention in Hall’s laboratory. Unlike the intuitive approach of introspectionism, its methods incorporated strict experimental controls. Furthermore, this approach to psychology brought with it an organic and holistic model of experience, which Dewey thought could overcome the dualisms that made older, associationist models too subjective and isolated for the evolutionary spirit of the times. Dewey writes,

The influence of [evolutionary] biological science in general upon psychology has been very great . . . To biology is due the conception of organism . . . In psychology this conception has led to the recognition of mental life as an organic unitary process developing according to the laws of all life, and not a theatre for the exhibition of independent autonomous faculties, or a rendezvous in which isolated, atomic sensations and ideas may gather, hold external converse, and then forever part.

(EW1:56)

Still, Dewey could not simply adopt physiological psychology as it was. While appreciating its more rigorous scientific approach, Dewey saw that physiological psychology still retained some of the modern period’s more noxious epistemological elements that would have to be pruned away. In particular, it retained the view that experience was a patchwork of atomized ‘sense data’, which operated like a mechanical sequence of causes and effects. Dewey’s Hegelian perspective allowed him to realize that such assumptions about experience would prevent psychology from ever developing accounts that made contact with the world in which we actually live: a world of experienced meanings. Addressing this wider world meant that a much wider arena than that considered by physiological psychology would have to be considered germane to investigation. For Dewey, this arena had to relate the individual’s mental life to that of other individuals, and to the collective, social environment.

The idea of environment is a necessity to the idea of organism, and with the conception of environment comes the impossibility of considering psychical life as an individual, isolated thing developing in a vacuum . . . I refer to the growth of those vast and as yet undefined topics of inquiry which may be vaguely designated as the social and historical sciences,–the sciences of the origin and development of the various spheres of man’s activity.

(EW1:56–7)

This critical point is simple, while also entailing an enormous undertaking. To understand experience, psychology must begin to account for how organisms function in environments. However, any single function can be related to multiple environments, some remote; psychology must expand its method so that it can incorporate data beyond immediate biological or mechanical actions. This would mean it must draw from those sciences charged with studying more complex contexts: anthropology, sociology, ethnology, and linguistics, for example. No longer allowed to wall itself off as a study of ‘the mind’, psychology could only progress by accepting into its studies those very facts already evident in every psychologist’s daily, practical life: that individual mental life is necessarily filled with social dimensions (more on this in a while). In other words, if psychology meant to become truly empirical, its method would have to search farther and wider for more data. Let us turn now to Dewey’s reconstruction of psychology.

Dewey’s challenge was to develop a conception of experience which took account both of experimental limits and the pervasive influence of culture. His new approach would have to temper the excesses of the physiological approach (its atomistic materialism) while also tempering excesses in the Hegelian philosophies which first inspired him (especially the assumption of an Absolute reality which was essentially unified and perfect).2 It was likely that William James’s tour de force, Principles of Psychology (1890), showed Dewey how a unified consciousness and intelligent self could be explained without appealing to a transcendental Absolute. Infinite absolutes do not instruct us about what to do next; such practical guidance comes, rather, from ‘study of the deficiencies, irregularities and possibilities of the actual situation’ (MW14:199). Thus, content to leave deterministic materialism and quietistic idealism behind,

Dewey’s ‘new psychology’ would start with lived experience and attempt to understand it in terms of its organic movement and wholeness. Abstractions, in other words, were to be understood in terms of it rather than vice versa . . . By starting with experience as it is lived, the method of psychology can come to understand how the various phases or elements arise within it and so be understood in terms of their functional origins.

(Alexander 1987, 19, 23)

This holistic or functionalist approach to psychology is powerfully represented in his 1896 critique of the reflex arc concept, which he wrote during his tenure at the University of Chicago, a period of deepening engagement with educational theory and practice. To understand Dewey’s functionalism, it is best if we begin with his critique of the ‘reflex arc’ and then summarize how this critique amounted to a statement of his new psychology.

Toward functionalism and instrumentalism

A contemporary trend in psychology offered Dewey the opportunity to create a new synthesis from the opposition between physiological and introspective psychology. ‘The Reflex Arc Concept in Psychology’ (1896) stands today as a major step forward for his view of experience as well as a seminal contribution to the field of psychology.

At the time, growing numbers of psychologists looked toward the reflex arc concept to help explain human behavior in experimental and empirical ways. The hope was that this new model of behavior, built using pairings of cause (stimulus) and effect (response), could replace explanations which relied on ‘psychic entities’ or ‘mental substance’ and so rescue psychology from entities that were mysterious, unobservable, and untestable. The reflex arc model works as follows: a passive organism encounters an external stimulus; this engenders a sensory and motor response; in some cases, this is a conscious response. In a typical example, a child sees a candle flame (stimulus), reaches toward it (response), burns his hand (stimulus), and quickly wrenches his hand away (response). This model argues that these plainly observable elements are the basic stimuli and responses in the event; in time, all their connections could be satisfactorily described with mechanistic and physiological terms; no recourse to the unobservable was necessary.

Dewey criticizes the reflex arc framework for several inadequacies. First, it artificially separates events in order to make them discrete (and analyzable). Sensory stimulus, central response, and act are all separate events on this description. ‘As a result’, Dewey writes, ‘the reflex arc is not a comprehensive, or organic unity, but a patchwork of disjointed parts, a mechanical conjunction of unallied processes’ (EW5:97). Second, it misdescribes how we interact with our surroundings. It is simply untrue that organisms passively receive a stimulus and then become active responders. The nature of organisms is to interact continuously with their environment in a manner that is cumulative and mutually modifying. No child is a passive spectator when he first encounters a candle; he is already actively engaged with his environment – exploring the room, anticipating that he will find something, for example. The child’s notice of the candlelight modifies these ongoing activities. ‘The real beginning’, Dewey writes, ‘is with the act of seeing; it is looking, and not a sensation of light’ (EW5:97). Third, this model too rigidly identifies events as the starting point (stimulus) or the ending point. Both stimulus and response are enmeshed in an ongoing matrix of sensory and motor activities. A stimulus comes from somewhere and a response leads elsewhere – to further coordination and integration of both sensory and motor responses. Depending on how the wider range of events are framed, a stimulus can be a response, and a response a stimulus.

In effect, Dewey is criticizing the metaphysical assumptions behind the reflex arc concept. But rather than trying to parse whether there is an underlying reality we may designate as pure ‘stimulus’ or ‘response’ we should see that problem as one of pragmatic consequences. We are seeking to discover ‘what stimulus or sensation, what movement and response mean’ and we are finding that ‘they mean distinctions of flexible function only, not of fixed existence’ (EW5:102; emphasis mine). We need not abandon terms like ‘stimulus’ and ‘response’, so long as we remember that they are attached to events based upon their function in a wider dynamic context, one that includes interests and aims.

Instead of the reflex arc model’s patchwork of stimuli and various responses, Dewey suggests one that understands organism–environment interactions as ‘sensori-motor coordinations’, circuits in continual reconstitution and adjustment. Instead of starting with a narrow ‘seeing’ or sensory stimulus, he recommends we start from the act: a seeing-for-reaching. ‘What precedes the “stimulus” ’, Dewey writes, ‘is a whole act, a sensori-motor co-ordination . . . [T]he “stimulus” emerges out of this coordination; it is born from it as its matrix; it represents as it were an escape from it’ (EW5:100). The response that follows, too, is an act. It is not just a ‘reaching’ but a reaching-guided-by-seeing. These acts take place in and because of an environment, which contains the problems and surprises that spur us to grow.

As every non-specialist knows, once burned, the child never sees the candlelight the same way again. He is changed by the experience and therefore never experiences the exact same stimulus again. In fact, the disruptive and painful nature of the first burning event makes him pay special attention to future encounters with candlelight – it makes him treat it as a stimulus and investigate what kind of stimulus it is. A newfound unease makes him attend to how candles appear – the color of their flame, the reach of their heat. Separated by conscious reflection from the stream of experience, the candlelight-as-stimulus gains detail and nuance. Experience is transformed and there is growth.

Through his proposal of a coordinated circuit, Dewey sets the stage for several important developments in his later philosophy. First, on psychological and metaphysical grounds, he shows why neither nature nor experience are ultimately categorizable as ‘stimulus’ or ‘response’ and how psychology’s reflex arc concept is merely disguising philosophy’s old psychophysical dualism.3 His coordinated circuit represents a new, more nuanced and holistic approach which can oppose physiological psychology’s narrowly analytical method without thereby embracing its opposite, introspectionism. Second, Dewey’s critique and reconstruction of the reflex arc in psychology has implications for later work in logic and the philosophy of science. The specific insistence that psychology’s scientific method must be more attentive to function and context lays the groundwork for similar and universal claims for all the sciences. Scientific distinctions are not meaningful by reference to something essential or ‘real’ in a world beyond our experience; rather, their meaning can only be determined by relating them to specific situations, histories, and future experimental and practical consequences. Because human beings make meaning – rather than just discover it – it must be seen that even the most regal scientific and philosophical terms arise humbly: in a historical, socio-cultural matrix where organisms are trying to adapt, survive, and flourish. The final and perhaps most important consequence of Dewey’s reconstruction of the reflex arc is that it provides an innovative way of understanding (and changing) how we learn. If experience is an ongoing-and-cumulative coordination, then learning, too, proceeds as a living rhythm – not by a series of truncated arcs, fits and starts. Learning is movement from an initial disequilibrium (confusion, doubt) toward equilibrium (satisfaction, knowledge). The learner is not an empty vessel or a wax tablet, ‘impressed’ by discrete and external stimuli, but an agent actively engaged with her environment and growing insofar as she frames and uses events in experience.

Dewey’s functional critique and reconstruction of the reflex arc is simultaneously a new paradigm for interpreting psychological phenomena and a warning about the traditional logical methods used to describe and interpret such phenomena. The paradigm starts, as Alexander put it earlier, ‘with the idea of the organism already dynamically involved with the world and aiming toward unified activity’ (Alexander 1987, 129). The warning is against taking the eventual outcomes of analysis and then supposing that these outcomes were already present from the very beginning. With these points in mind, let us move on to examine a number of other psychological phenomena traditionally thought to exist in some self-complete fashion: instincts, impulses, perceptions, sensations, habits, emotions, consciousness, and mind, to name a few. The challenge for Dewey’s reconstruction of these psychological phenomena is to both heed the warning and live up to the paradigm.

How do infants grow into complicated adults? What kind of explanation can we derive from the obvious presence of instincts and impulses in the young? Dewey’s reconstruction of the concepts of instinct (or ‘impulse’ – he uses these terms interchangeably) starts by criticizing his contemporaries’ methods of answering these difficult questions. Psychology, he complains, begins with a descriptive list of instinctive activities (e.g., the sex drive, egoism, altruism) and then attempts to explain complicated human conduct (e.g., courtship) by directly referring to these instincts as if they were unchanging, self-complete things (‘native powers’). Such explanations are always inadequate, he argues, because impulses are actually pliable. If one observes a variety of individuals or cultures, it’s clear that the basic instincts we share actually develop into so many different habits and customs. ‘Any impulse’, Dewey writes, ‘may become organized into almost any disposition according to the way it interacts with surroundings. Fear may become abject cowardice, prudent caution, reverence for superiors or respect for equals’ (MW14:69). Thus, the organization of instincts by environments is necessarily diverse, and this fact offers a strong clue that no primordial meaning for instincts should be sought by psychology. As with ‘stimulus’ in the previous discussion, the crucial aspect to determine about instincts are their meaning, and meaning can only be determined contextually – that is, by observing how instincts are built into personal habits and, more generally, how they are valued by the social and cultural contexts in which they function. Just as the word ‘turbine’ only has a meaning if one already knows both a specific language and set of activities, an instinct only means something along with its social context. Therefore, there is no psychology without social psychology. There is no ‘pure, biological’ account of instinct, impulse, or any other ‘natural’ power without some inquiry into environmental and social contexts.
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