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II. The Real Metaphysics of John Dewey


It was seen in part I that the purpose, and thereby ultimate test, of Dewey’s professed metaphysics based on the generic-traits-of-existence was to make us into better inquirers. It accomplished this by a disguised transcendental deduction argument which demonstrated that these traits are just what is needed for inquiry to be possible. This results in a metaphysics that depicts the world as made to order for inquiry and thus a fit habitat for a Deweyan Promethean agent. Acceptance of this metaphysics of inquiry is supposed to have the beneficial consequence of making us more effective Promethean inquirers, since it enables us to avoid getting caught in the coils of traditional pseudo-problems concerning how a conscious subject can have any cognitive relation with an extramental reality and having our moral initiative sapped by a bifurcation between man and nature. In contrast, the purpose of Dewey’s real but unannounced metaphysics was to enable us to achieve unity, both within ourselves, as well as with our fellow persons and nature. This requires that we overcome every “dualism,” by which Dewey meant any case in which numerically distinct entities – entities that exist separately and independently of each other -- stand in a nonmediated relation to each other. 

That this was more than just an intellectual exercise is amply attested to by Dewey’s rare autobiographical remark that “the sense of divisions and separations that were, I suppose, borne in upon me as a consequence of a heritage of New England culture, divisions by way of isolation of self from the world, of soul from body, of nature from God, brought a painful oppression – or rather, they were an inward laceration” (LW5, 153).
 He was especially tormented by these dualisms as a youth, but the poetry he wrote between 1911 and 1918 gives ample evidence that his craving to overcome them persisted well into his maturity. 

His feelings of isolation and division went along with heightened mystical sensitivity, which again is revealed in his poetry, as well as in the underlying tenets that drove his entire philosophical enterprise. Dewey resonated to the nature mysticism of Wordsworth, Longfellow, and Emerson and even had a full-fledged monistic mystical experience in his early twenties, in Oil City of all places, that gave him a deep sense of safety and peace. But experiential mysticism was not enough to assuage Dewey’s feelings of isolation and estrangement, since he was, above all, an inveterate intellectual. What he craved was a philosophy that intellectually would bear out what he deeply felt on experiential grounds.
 Hegel’s thought initially satisfied this need because it “supplied a demand for unification that was doubtless an intense emotional craving, and yet was a hunger that only an intellectualized subject-matter could satisfy” (LW5, 153). Dewey claimed that the Hegelianism of his youth “left a permanent deposit in my thinking,” but the question is just how big it was (LW5, 154). It will be argued that it was far greater than any of the interpreters realized, with the exception of Steven Rockefeller, that most profound of all interpreters. This will be brought out by showing how the central ideas in the young Dewey’s Hegelianism found their way into his later philosophy. 

The key to understanding the secret mystical philosophy of John Dewey is to take to heart the plight of poor Humpty Dumpty, who, it will be recalled, couldn’t be reassembled by all the king’s horses and all of the king’s men after he fell off the wall and was shattered into many separate, distinct pieces. Reality, for Dewey, is Humpty Dumpty writ large; for if we ever permit it to fall apart into numerically distinct individuals, not all the king’s philosophers can put it back together again into relational complexes, be they causal, spatio-temporal, or of any other kind. An explicit formulation of the Humpty Dumpty Intuition, even containing an allusion to the poor chap, is given in the 1929, second edition version, of Experience and Nature.

 [Non-empirical] methods begin with results of a reflection that has already torn in two the subject-matter [organism and environment] experienced and the operations and states of experiencing. The problem is then to get together again what has been sundered – which is as if the king’s men started with the fragments of the egg and tried to construct that whole egg out of them. (LW, 19)

Dewey’s Humpty Dumpty Intuition was shared by his fellow pragmatists, Peirce and James, as well as by their Absolute Idealist opponents, making one suspect that there was something in the air or drinking water of the second half of the 19th century that led them to have this intuition. I suspect that they were scared by the dehumanizing bifurcationist upshot of the atomistic science of that period, which reduced reality to a mere aggregate of externally related particles, thereby precluding the sort of intimacy that they wanted to have with nature, as well as their fellow persons. William James is a very good case in point. He wrote that “immediate feeling possesses a native wholeness which conceptual treatment analyzes into a many, but can’t unite.”
 Paradoxes of the Zenoian and Bradleyan type, James argued, arise because our conceptualizing intellect commits us to “No discrimination without separation; no separation without absolute ‘independence’ and thereupon the impossibility of union.”
 But things which are “logically distinct nevertheless [do] diffuse…you can’t pen reality in…its nature is to spread, and affect, and…this applies to relations as well as terms, so that it is impossible to call them absolutely external to each other.”

John Dewey shared this Humpty Dumpty Intuition and developed a philosophy that would assure that Humpty Dumpty would not fall off the wall. This was accomplished by the use of an innocent looking methodological postulate for which he never gave any argument. It requires that for any apparent dualism in his sense, it be shown how it arises from functional differentiations that emanate out of some background unity. Of all the commentators, James E. Tiles has come closest to articulating this guiding methodological postulate of Dewey’s philosophy when he wrote that “The principle features of Dewey’s outlook arise from a method of proceeding, a habit of thought, which Dewey both recommended and practiced, that of looking at a unified phenomenon, as the product of internal differentiation over time in some simpler unity.”
 What follows will trace the crucial role that the Humpty Dumpty-based methodological postulate played throughout all his writings. It will be seen that when Dewey made the transition from Absolute Idealism to what he called alternatively pragmatism, instrumentalism, or experimentalism he merely poured old wine into new bottles: The terminology changed but not the underlying Humpty Dumpty Intuition that drove his whole philosophical enterprise. 


In his 1882 “The Pantheism of Spinoza,” which was Dewey’s second published article, he asks rhetorically, “If they [God, self  and the world]  are independent realities, how can they relate to each other?” (EW1, 9) In order to avoid the fate of Humpty Dumpty, “God becomes the Absolute, and Nature and Self are but his manifestations” (EW1, 9). Dewey’s 1884 “Kant and Philosophic Method,” which gives the gist of his lost doctoral dissertation, claims that Kant, in virtue of making a numerical distinction between the subject and object of experience, cannot show how it is possible for them to stand in epistemic relations to each other, such as the subject perceiving and knowing the object. The same point is made by James: “Knowledge is impossible; for knower is one concept and known is another. Discrete, separated by a chasm, they are mutually ‘transcendent’ things, so that how an object can ever get into a subject, or a subject ever get at an object, has become the most unanswerable of philosophic riddles.”
 Dewey adds that “the relation of subject and object is not a ‘transcendent’ one, but an ‘immanent,’ and is but the first form which Reason manifests that it is both synthetic and analytic; that it separates itself from itself, that it may thereby reach higher unity with itself” (EW1, 41). Two years later, in “The Psychological Standpoint,” Dewey holds that there is an all-enveloping background Consciousness or Reason, which is Hegel’s Absolute Idea, that “differentiates itself so as to give rise to the existence within, that is for, itself of subject and object…[Thus] the relation of subject and object is one which exists within consciousness” (EW1, 131).
 The Humpty Dumpty Intuition runs throughout the 1888 book on Leibniz’s New Essays Concerning the Human Understanding.
 Dewey challenges the Cartesian dualism between mind and matter: Since “the conceptions are disparate and opposed…no interaction is possible” (EW1, 286) This is followed by Dewey’s variation on Bradley’s vicious infinite regress argument against relations. Introducing God as a Deus ex machina who connects mind and matter, “introduced a third factor where two were already too many. What is the relation of God to Mind and to Matter? Is it simply a third somewhat, equally distinct from both, or does it contain both within itself?” (EW1, 287). Dewey raises the same objection against Locke’s separation of the subject and object of experience that he leveled against Kant. Because “it is tied to the view that reality is distinct from intelligence, it is obliged to draw the conclusion that these relations are not to be found in actual existence, and hence that all knowledge…is unreal” (EW1, 395).

This Plotinian-Hegelian idea of the many “emanating” out of the One was retained long after he gave up Absolute Idealism. In a 1915 letter to Scudder Klyce he writes that “the ‘one’ is always pluralizing and recovering its diversities before they escape (or become plural) and thereby keeping itself going.”
 In 1929 Dewey wrote that “To non-empirical method …object and subject, mind and matter…are separate and independent. Therefore it has upon its hands the problem of how it is possible to know at all; how an outer world can affect an inner mind; how the acts of mind can reach out and lay hold of objects defined in antithesis to them. Naturally it is at a loss for an answer” (LW1, 20). “We have no ready-made distinction between the individual agent and the world of experience over against him…each is built up out of a common material by contemporaneous processes” (LW1, 21). One can recognize in these later, mature comments of Dewey the same Humpty Dumpty Intuition that informs his very early views.
 

There is, however, at least one important apparent difference between the pre- and post-instrumentalist account of the background unity out of which apparent dualisms emanate. Whereas for the former it is Hegel’s Absolute Mind or Consciousness, for the latter it is Experience.
 Some will see this as a desirable demystifying development, a movement away from an obscure mystical notion of an Absolute mind to something that satisfies Dewey’s denotative method or postulate of immediate empiricism, for certainly experience is something that we are experientially aware of. But appearances deceive, for it will turn out that Dewey’s concept of experience is of a piece with that of his apparently abandoned concept of a Hegelian Absolute. The reason why no one ever understood what Dewey meant by “experience” is not because he was a poor writer, as is commonly claimed, but rather because he was formulating a mystical doctrine. My motto, to paraphrase Clinton’s campaign slogan, is “It is the philosophy, stupid!” Actually, he was a very good writer, his prose style being perfectly suited for the mystical doctrine he was formulating, but his commentators, along with John Dewey himself, were unable to believe that he meant what he actually wrote. (The most difficult thing when doing the history of philosophy is to read just what the author actually wrote.) Dewey must share the blame for his failure to communicate, because he did not realize until too late that his account of experience was highly revisionary, hardly the descriptive analysis of our common sense concept that he advertised it as being. Dewey’s attempt to placate common sense resulted in his using “experience” inconsistently, which is a further source of obfuscation.

Any exposition of Dewey’s analysis of experience must begin with the fact that it contains apparent inconsistencies, the chief one of which is between an account of experience as limited in scope and one which takes it to be all-inclusive. According to the limited account, “No one with an honest respect for scientific conclusions can deny that experience as an existence is something that occurs only under highly specialized conditions, such as are found in a highly organized creature which in turn requires a specialized environment” (LW1, 11-2). In his 1949 Re-Introduction to a planned new edition of Experience and Nature, Dewey wrote that in this book he used “experience” “to stand for every actual and every possible way in which man…has dealings with all other aspects and phases of nature…’Experience’ is a word used to designate…the complex of all which is distinctively human” (LW1, 331). Plainly, in these two quotations Dewey is using “experience” in a non-inclusive way. 

Dewey endorses James’s claim that experience is “double-barreled,” including both the how and what of experience. The what is the intentional accusative and the how the experiencing or undergoing. This how is not something mentalistic or subjective, since it is amenable to a functionalistic analysis based on an organism’s behavioral dispositions within a natural and social environment. But in the 1916 Introduction to Essays in Experimental Logic Dewey asserts that “When the word ‘experience’ is employed in the text it means just such an immense and operative world of diverse and interacting elements,” which seems to make experience ubiquitous (MW10, 323. See also 339). For any case of an interaction constitutes an experience, not just the special case of an organism interacting with its environment.
There are passages in Experience and Nature that clearly make experience all-inclusive, such as

“Experience” denotes the planted field, the sowed seeds, the reaped harvests, the changes of night and day, spring and autumn, wet and dry, heat and cold, that are observed, feared, longed for; it also denotes the one who plants and reaps...It is "double-barreled in that it recognizes in its primary integrity no division between act and material, subject and object, but contains them both in an unanalyzable totality. "Thing" and "thought”…are single-barreled; they refer to products discriminated by reflection out of primary experience (LW1, 18-9).

Dewey must be overstating the case when he says that experience is an “unanalyzable totality”; for, if it were, it would not be possible for subsequent reflection to discriminate within it between thing and thought. 


In the first but not second edition of Experience and Nature, Dewey raises what could be called the “significant contrast” objection to his all-inclusive sense of experience. 

The objection is that experience is…made so inclusive and varied as to be useless for philosophic purposes. Experience, as we are here told to conceive it, includes everything and anything, actual or potential, that we think of and talk about…But the whole wide universe of fact and dream, of event, act, desire, fancy and meanings, valid or invalid can be set in contrast to nothing…so that experience ceases to have a meaning (LW1, 371).

Dewey’s response to this objection does not challenge the principle of significant contrast – that for every meaningful term there must be a meaningful contrastive term that applies to that which the former does not apply to. Rather, it holds that “experience for philosophy is method, not distinctive subject-matter” (LW1, 371). Herein Dewey is repeating the claim in his 1907 “Pure Experience and Reality: a Disclaimer” that “the concept of experience…[is] purely empty excepting as indicating a method of procedure and recourse” (MW4, 120. See also MW3, 165.).  This response won’t do, since it involves a category mistake: experience, whatever else it might be, certainly is not itself a method, anymore than a method of gardening is itself a case of gardening. A better way of meeting the objection is to challenge the principle of significant contrast. The principle seems to be based on a hasty generalization from what holds for the contrastive terms that are used for constructing hierarchical genus-species and determinable-determinate classificatory systems. But why must all meaningful terms be contrastive? Might not some terms of necessity apply to whatever there is and thus not have a meaningful contrastive term, an example of which might be the property of being self-identical.
 


Dewey’s all-inclusive use of “experience” is supported by two different considerations, each of which rests on a confusion. First, there is his appeal in his 1906 “Experience and Objective Idealism” to the dictionary definition of “experience”:  “A casual study of the dictionary will reveal that experience has always mean ‘what is experienced’” (MW3, 132). To be sure, one of the entries in the dictionary under “experience” is “anything observed or lived through; as, our trip was a pleasant experience.” But when it is said, for example, that Niagara Falls was some experience, it is elliptical for our experiencing of it being specially memorable. This misguided appeal to the dictionary does not occur in any of Dewey’s post-1906 writings. 


Dewey’s other ground for making experience ubiquitous is based on its intentionality, that it contains a what, an object of experience, as well as a how, a way of experiencing. Since we experience stars and chairs, and they are parts of experiences, it follows that they qualify as experience. This is how Dewey infers that “Experience denotes whatever is experienced” (LW1, 370). There is a serious category mistake in this argument that is due to its confounding being an object of an experience with being an experience. Dewey illicitly is making the intentional accusative of an experience itself an experience, which is like making the accusative of an act of shooting, a target say, itself an act of shooting. A similar confusion infects Dewey’s claim in the 1886 “The Psychological Standpoint” that since psychology studies the process through which we know what we know, it also studies the content or object known, which is the intentional accusative of these processes, and thus is able “to determine the nature of everything, subject and object, individual and universal, as it is found within conscious experience” (EW1, 142). 

Late in his career Dewey came to realize that his all-inclusive concept of experience was not the ordinary one, which is preempted for the how – the process of experiencing. 

Were I to write (or rewrite) Experience and Nature today I would entitle the book Culture and Nature and the treatment of specific subject-matters would be correspondingly modified. I would abandon the term “experience” because of my growing realization that the historical obstacles which prevented understanding of my use of “experience” are, for all practical purposes, insurmountable…I still believe that on theoretical, as distinct from historical, grounds there is much to be said in favor of using “experience” to designate the inclusive subject-matter which characteristically “modern” (post-medieval) philosophy breaks up into the dualism of subject and object (LW1, 361-2). 


Is there any way in which Dewey’s limited and inclusivist accounts of experience can be reconciled? One way, and probably the best way, is to take them as analyzing different concepts. The limited account is concerned with the ordinary concept of experience, in which there already is a distinction between organism and environment and thus between a how and a what of experience, the inclusivist with a metaphysical all-pervasive background unity, called “immediate” or “primary experience” by Dewey, out of which emanates in some mysterious manner the hows and whats of ordinary experience. The former is “experience” with a lower case “e” and the latter “Experience” with an upper case “E.” This is similar to Thales’ two types of water – ordinary water, the stuff that is pumped from wells and drunk, and metaphysical water, the underlying phusis of all changes.


There is a problem with this Milesian way of construing Dewey’s concept of primary or immediate Experience. It has already been seen that Dewey attempted to escape a “subject-matter”  or entitative interpretation of it by committing the category mistake of making it into a method of experience, a method of determining the nature of things in terms of what they are experienced as. Further evidence of Dewey’s rejection of an entitative interpretation is seen in his objection to William James’s concept of Pure Experience, which is a close cousin of Dewey’s Immediate Experience, which is not surprising since Dewey developed his doctrine of Immediate Experience upon the heels of James’s 1904-5 essays on radical empiricism. Whereas James’s text suggests an entitative reading of Pure Experience as being something like the Milesian underlying stuff of reality,
 Dewey stresses that he does “not mean by ‘immediate experience’ any aboriginal stuff out of which things evolved, but I use the term to indicate the necessity of employing in philosophy the direct descriptive method” (MW3, 166). This anti-Milesian remark is repeated in his 1940 “The Vanishing Subject in the Psychology of William James.” James’s notion of Pure or Neutral Experience means “indifference to the distinction between subjective and objective…Unfortunately his [James’s] later writings seem at times to give the impression that these entities are a kind of stuff out of which both the subjective and objective are made” (LW14, 163).  And in a 1942 letter to  Bentley Dewey makes the same criticism: “James himself wasn’t wholly clear – at times he seems to mix his neutrals with a kind of jelly-like cosmic world-stuff of pure experience.”
 


That Dewey explicitly rejected an entitative interpretation of Immediate Experience is not decisive, for, in general, an author does not have a privileged authority with regard to the proper interpretation of her text. And Dewey, in particular, is a very unreliable guide to understanding what he writes. Throughout his career Dewey was deeply and passionately committed to empiricism; and, as seen in Part I, his scientistic deconstruction of traditional philosophy was based on it. But throughout his career he was a secret arch a priorist in his actual practice as a philosopher. Neil Coughlan correctly claimed that “the really striking thing about Dewey’s early empiricism is that there was so little of it.”
 A good case in point is Dewey’s postulation of a universal consciousness, to which Shadworth Hodgson objected in 1886 that “it is inconsistent with the claim of standing on experience alone to speak of ‘the postulate of a universal consciousness” (EW1, xxvi), to which Dewey gave the lame debater response that it was not his intention to explore the nature of this universal consciousness (EW1, 168). The response is lame, because it is obvious that an empirical account cannot be given of the nature of universal consciousness and its relation to finite consciousness. The post-Hegelian writings of Dewey, as was seen in Part I, are rife with nonempirical claims, such as that all existents are processual and involve a mixture of the stable and the precarious, and that the organism and environment are not numerically separate individuals. His claim that every meaningful sentence must be empirically testable is another case in point. Given his track record, Dewey’s account of what he is doing should not be a conversation ender.


To find out whether Immediate Experience is something like Thales’ Water, we must not listen to what Dewey says it is but see what he does with it, what role it plays in his philosophy. Quotations can and will be given from Dewey’s text that show that Immediate Experience is something like James’s Pure Experience in that both are a type of prime matter that has the potentiality to become different determinate things, such as an organism and an environment. The main reason for the entitative interpretation is that in order for apparent distinctions, such as that between organism and environment, to emerge or emanate out of some background unity, there must be some sort of stuff or “matter” from which they emerge. For there to be the possibility of the emergence of apparently distinct objects there must be some actuality in which this possibility is grounded. Dewey’s claim that “the moot problem of the relation of subject and object is the problem of what consequences follow in and for primary experience from the distinction of the physical and the psychological...from each other” postulates a “primary” or pure experience, James’s “neutral” stuff, that is ontologically prior to both the subject and object (LW1, 20). 

Dewey, no more than Plotinus or Hegel, has any explanation of why the one becomes the many, but he does have a lot to say about the nature of the distinction between subject and object, organism and environment. Dewey’s account bears a superficial resemblance to James’s. Both are advertised as being functionally-based, but there is an important difference between their accounts with respect to the nature of the function. For James a piece of pure experience, which in itself is neither intrinsically physical nor intrinsically mental, becomes one or the other on the basis of how it functions within a temporal series of other events. If it is included within a temporal series of events that constitutes the history of a single mind in virtue of the later members of the series being able to remember the earlier ones, it qualifies as mental; but, if it is included in a temporal series the members of which stand in nomic relations to each other, it qualifies as physical. James, in spite of denying that any piece of pure experience is mental or physical simpliciter, does recognize a dualism between mental and physical temporal series of events. James’s mental series of events is his version of the psychological continuity theories of personal identity over time offered by Locke and Hume.

Dewey does not accept such a mental series of events, since he rejects the idea of a private or conscious history. He claims that if James’s naturalism “had been consistently developed it would have resulted in a biological behavioristic account of psychological phenomena” (LW14, 158). This would have resulted in a functionalistic basis for distinguishing between the mental and the physical based exclusively on the manner in which an organism behaves or is disposed to behave in relation to its environment. As an example, Dewey considers a piece of immediate or pure experience, a smell. 

From a strictly empirical point of view, the smell which knows is no more merely mental than is the rose known. We may, if we please, say that the smell when involving conscious meaning or intention is ‘mental,’ but this term ‘mental’ does not denote separate type of existence – existence as a state of consciousness. It denotes only the fact that the smell, a real and non-psychical object now exercises an intellectual function. This new property involves, as James has pointed out, an additive relation – a new property possessed by a non-mental object, when that object, occurring in a new context, assumes a further office and use” (MW3, 123).

To view an event as physical is, as James held, to see it as a member in a causally connected temporal sequence of events. But, Dewey departs from James in holding that this event qualifies as mental when it functions as a predictor or anticipator of the future. “Nothing but unfamiliarity stands in the way of thinking of both mind and matter as different characters of natural events, in which matter expresses their sequential order, and mind the order of their meanings in their logical connections and dependencies” (LW1, 66). Mind is minding, being attentive to the meaning of events in the sense of predicting their future consequences and taking the requisite steps to adjust one’s behavior accordingly. 


So far it has been argued that the Humpty Dumpty Intuition informs Dewey’s philosophy throughout, the only difference between the early and mature Dewey being in the name he gave to the background unity out of which apparent dualisms emanated in some functional manner, it being called the “Absolute Mind” by the early Dewey and “Experience” by the post-Hegelian Dewey. But in telling us that individuals that stand to each other in immediate relations are not numerically distinct from each other, the Humpty Dumpty Intuition does not tell us enough about just what sort of relation they have to each other. To determine the exact nature of this relation the Humpty Dumpty Intuition must be supplemented by three other fundamental tenets in Dewey’s real metaphysics with which it works hand in glove, those being organism, internal relations, and continuity. 


Organism. The best place to dive into this interrelated triad of concepts is at the root metaphor of organism, which is another fundamental tenet that drove Dewey’s philosophy throughout. In his Hegelian phase, Dewey, inspired by his undergraduate study of T. H. Huxley’s Elements of Physiology, thought of the universe as an organic whole with God being the principle of the union of the ideal and the real. No doubt, Dewey’s sense of the organic unity of the world also had roots in the Romantic poets, such as Wordsworth, who envisioned the world as an organic unity that manifested the infinite life of one great Spirit, which is yet another source for Dewey’s belief in a background unity out of which the many emanate. 


Obviously, the claim that the universe is an organism is metaphorical; for, if it weren’t, there would have to be, per impossible, an environment outside of the universe that contains and supports it. The universe, for example, cannot have a bowl movement. The challenge to the Dewey interpreter is to figure out just what is the literal content of the metaphor. It would seem to be that the parts of the universe are analogous to the organic parts of an organism: in each case these parts cannot exist separately from the whole that includes them. Just as a hand in isolation from an organism is not a hand, a part of the universe cannot be what it is if separated from the enveloping universe. And because each part of these two wholes cannot exist without its inclusion in that whole, each part cannot exist in separation from every other part.


Internal Relations. The most difficult question for the Dewey interpreter to answer is whether this existential dependency is of a causal or conceptual sort. Is it, for example, only a contingent causal truth that an organism (environment) cannot exist without an environment (organism) or a necessary conceptual one? Maybe Dewey wanted it both ways, for, as Thomas Alexander suggests, “Dewey’s desire was to fuse the biological and idealist understanding of organism.”
 Unfortunately, Dewey can’t have it both ways, so we must look carefully at the text to see which interpretation best fits it. It will be argued that it is the conceptual interpretation, since the root metaphor of organism ultimately gets cashed in terms of the idealist doctrine of internal relations, but, as was the case with experience, there are apparent inconsistencies in the text.


Let us begin with the quotations that favor the contingent connection interpretation. Dewey stresses at many places that the relata in a relation must each have properties in addition to the relational property in question, otherwise the relation would collapse into itself because of a lack of relata. “Only if elements are more than just elements in a whole, only if they have something qualitatively their own, can a relational system be prevented from complete collapse” (LW1, 75). This point applies in particular to the relation between the knower and the known. “If objects are, in relation to the one who knows them, something else and other than things in a knowledge relation, there is somewhat to define and discuss; otherwise we are raising…the quite foolish question as to what is the relation of a relation to itself” (MW6, 119). In order to stand in a relation an individual must possess some immediate, irreducible qualities of its own. “In every event there is something obdurate, self-sufficient, wholly immediate, neither a relation nor an element in a relational whole, but terminal and exclusive” ( LW1, 74). Dewey goes on to add that these immediate qualities are ineffable, but this is a can of worms that will have to be left unopened in this paper. 


So far Dewey seems to grant each individual the logical or conceptual possibility of existing separately from other individuals in virtue of imputing to each of them possession of immediate or nonrelational properties. This is consistent with Dewey’s inferentialist theory of meaning.

Every term (meaning) is what it is in virtue of its membership in a proposition (its relation to another term), and every proposition in turn is what it is in virtue of its membership in either the set of ordered propositions that ground inference or in the series of propositions that constitute discourse. It follows from this position that the logical content and force of terms and propositions are ultimately determined by their place in the set of propositions found in either inference or discourse. Order is thus the fundamental logical category with respect to determination of the meaning of terms, directly in propositions and indirectly in sets and series of propositions. (LW12, 328).

The meaning of a term is determined by all the propositions of which it can be a constituent and their entailment relations. But among these entailments are inferential ones based on contingent causal connections. The ontological counterpart of this semantic thesis is that it is logically possible for an individual to exist in isolation from other individuals. 


This has a realistic upshot when applied to the specific case of the relation between an organism and the natural world in which it is situated, for it permits the latter to exist independently of the former. “There is, of course, a natural world that exists independently of the organism, but this world is environment only as it enters directly and indirectly into life-functions” (LW12, 40). It would seem from this quotation that being an environment is not an essential property of nature, since nature can exist without being an environment for an organism. This realism would go with the restricted view of experience, according to which experience, far from being all-inclusive, occurs only when there is the proper sort of interaction between an organism and its environment. 

But Dewey goes on to say things that seem to support a contrary view that conceptually binds together related individuals, including the organism and its environment. The early Dewey clearly was committed to this view. “Whether we consider the relations of subject and object, or the nature of categories, we find ourselves forced into the presence of the notion of organic relation. The relation between subject and object is not an external one; it is one in a higher unity which is itself constituted by this relation” (EW1, 42). Our very quest for knowledge “presupposes that there is no such thing as an isolated fact in the universe, but that all are connected with each other as members of a common whole” (EW2, 201). But this conceptual tying together of individuals survives into the post-Hegelian Dewey. The following quotation from the 1927 “Half-Hearted Naturalism” begins with a reiteration of his intrinsic quality thesis, which gives each individual an independent existence, but then goes on to support the contrary conceptual interdependence thesis. “I hold that nature has both an irreducible brute unique ‘itselfness’ in everything which exists and also a connection of each thing (which is what it is) with other things such that without them it ‘can neither be nor be conceived’” (LW3, 80. My italics.). The italicized portion of this quotation denies that possession of unique nonrelational properties bestows independent existence. In Experience and Nature there seems to be retention of the early Hegelian organism thesis, with “primary experience” standing in for the absolutistic “higher unity.”

Let us inquire how the matter stands when these mental and psychical objects are looked at in their connection with experience in its primary and vital modes. As has been suggested, these objects are not original, isolated and self-sufficient. They represent the discriminated analysis of the process of experiencing from subject-matter experienced. Although breathing is in fact a function that includes both air and the operations of the lungs, we may detach the latter for study, even though we cannot separate it in fact (LW1, 21)

Notice that the dependency relation between lungs and air is rendered a mutual one by Dewey’s claim that “these objects are not original, isolated and self-sufficient.” Thus, it is not only the lungs that require air but the air that requires lungs. We must be careful to distinguish between de dicto and de re modal propositions. The de dicto proposition that it is necessary that an environment contains an organism is true, but this de dicto proposition does not entail the de re proposition that an environment necessarily or essentially contains an organism. It is necessarily true that a cyclist is two-legged but it is not true that a cyclist is necessarily or essentially two-legged, since a cyclist could survive the loss of her legs.  And, likewise, food could continue to exist even if it ceased to be food because all the eaters of food became extinct. In contrast, an organism could not go on exiting if it ceased to be an organism.


The doctrine of internal relations applies not only to the relation between subject and object of experience but also to the part whole relationship and the relation between successive events in Dewey’s processual ontology. 

To be a whole is to be complete, finished; to be of seamless quality throughout. If parts are mentioned in connection with such a whole, nothing separable and removable is denoted. The most familiar instance of such “parts” are the organic members of a living body. If they are removed, they are no longer what they were as living “parts” of the living organism, while the latter is no longer a complete whole (LW12, 203).

A part of a whole is logically dependent for its very existence upon the other parts of the whole. “Since a ‘part’ is logically dependent as such in its existence and its properties, it is necessitated by other parts” (LW1, 59).


In Part I it was seen that Dewey took being an event or processual to be one of the generic traits of every existent. Far from being vouchsafed by immediate experience, as he claimed, it is recommended by his underlying Humpty Dumpty Intuition. Like Bergson and James, Dewey found in process a unity of successive parts that are not numerically distinct from each other. (One wonders how they then could be temporally successive.) “Every event as such is passing into other things, in such a way that a later occurrence is an integral part of the character or nature of present existence” (LW1, 92). It would seem that an event’s temporal relations to earlier and later events are internal to it – logically necessary conditions for its very existence.
 As Raymond Boisvert insightfully pointed out, for Dewey “an event has no existence outside of or prior to its varied transactions with other events.”
 Judging by Dewey’s remark that “in life that is truly life, everything overlaps and merges” (LW10, 34. My italics.), one wonders whether Dewey’s claim that every event merges with its predecessors and successor is not a disguised normative claim as to how things ideally should be.


That successive events are not numerically distinct from each other is at the basis of Dewey’s famed attack in 1896 on the reflex arc concept in psychology, which represents his first presentation of experimentalism. The reflex arc violates the Humpty Dumpty Intuition because it makes the initial sensory experience and the successive ideating and motor response into numerically distinct events. Dewey replaces this model with one that has these three events interpenetrating each other in a way that denies their numerical distinctness. 

The reflex arc, as commonly employed, is defective in that it assumes sensory stimulus and motor response as distinct psychical existences…it still leaves us with sensation or peripheral stimulus; idea, or central process (the equivalent of attention); and motor response, or act, as three disconnected existences, having to be somehow adjusted to each other, whether through the intervention of an extra-experimental soul, or by mechanical push and pull (EW5, 99-100. My italics.).

The unannounced slide from being distinct to being disconnected implicitly appeals to the Humpty Dumpty Intuition, which denies that numerically distinct individuals can be connected by any nonmediated relation. Dewey goes on to add that “the stimulus and response are not distinctions of existence, but teleological distinctions, that is, distinctions of function, or part played, with reference to reaching or maintaining an end” (EW5, 104). Dewey is assuming, as he did when he attempted to unearth the generic traits of existence, that man is always inquiring, always engaged in attempting to transform some indeterminate situation into a determinate one.


Dewey seems to have painted himself into a corner. For, on the one hand, he denies that the relata in an immediate relation are numerically distinct from each other; but, on the other hand, he distinguishes between them, even allowing each of them to have its own unique “itselfness.” William James was led to a similar position by his Humpty Dumpty Intuition in which he claimed that the relata were “identical” with each other but not in a way that satisfies transitivity, thus allowing x to be identical with y, and y identical with z, but x not be identical with z. Dewey even explicitly deployed James’s funny kind of nontransitive “identity” to explain how the members of a society can be unified without losing their own identity. Immediately conjoined neighbors, be it in a society or in space and time, interpenetrate and melt into each other, but without losing their own identity, as is seen by the fact that this melting is not transitive. These relations of “confluence” can unify a society, because, even if two persons are not directly connected by such a relation, they are indirectly connected by a chain of such relations (LW15, 5-6). 


This relation of nontransitive identity is a very difficult one. It is a close cousin of, if not identical with, the sort of identity espoused by dualistic mysticism, as contrasted with the numerical identity of monistic mysticism. James, in agreement with Bergson, thought that they only way to grasp it is by having pure nonconceptual intuition of individuals melting into each other or fusing together, as they do when they enter into causal and spatiotemporal relations with each other. Dewey eschewed such experiential mysticism in support of his Humpty Dumpty Intuition, no doubt because throughout his career he treated mystical experiences as noncognitive and therefore not being revelatory of any traits of existence. (LW1, 376-7. LW4, 188. LW9, 9-11, 25-7, 35. LW15, 118, 122). Dewey asserts the Humpty Dumpty Intuition as if it were self-evident and thus not in need of support. He fails to realize that this Intuition recommends itself only to someone with a heightened mystical sensitivity and yearning, someone just like himself. Cut off from its roots in mystical experiences and intuitions, the Humpty Dumpty Intuition has nothing to recommend it over its rival Humean Intuition which holds that existents are connected together only by contingent external relations. 


The Principle of Continuity. Dewey’s Principle of Continuity is the third member of the triumvirate of inter-connected concepts that also include organism and internal relations. It gives further evidence of the mystical basis of Dewey’s Humpty Dumpty Intuition. The Principle is employed as a magical solvent that can dissolve all “dualisms,” in particular those between subject and object, mind and body, fact and value, the natural and the social, as well as fine and utilitarian art. It is supposed to accomplish these wonders by showing how higher forms of existence evolve in a continuous way out of lower ones. The Principle of Continuity will be shown to be another name for the fact that every existent is processual in Dewey’s Humpty Dumpty sense, the sense in which “every event as such is passing into other things, in such a way that a later occurrence is an integral part of the character or nature of present existence” (LW1, 92).
 

Given the centrality of the Principle of Continuity, it is surprising that Dewey says almost nothing explicitly about it, instead confining himself to giving examples of it. This is the only attempt he made to define or analyze the Principle.

The idea of continuity is not self-explanatory. But its meaning excludes complete rupture on one side and mere repetition of identities on the other; it precludes complete breaks and gaps. The growth and development of any living organism from seed to maturity illustrates the meaning of continuity…What is excluded by the postulate of continuity is the appearance upon the scene of a totally new outside force as a cause of changes that occur (LW12, 30-1). 

This brief passage raises a some troubling questions. The first two sentences speak to the Bergson-James processual nature of change, but what comes after the “What is excluded” adds something new to this that has puzzled commentators.
 Is Dewey requiring that evolutionary development occur in a spatiotemporally continuous rather than discrete manner? Hopefully not, for this is not the sort of issue that can be decided a priori. 

Yet another interpretive puzzle concerns whether Dewey is requiring that all explanations, however complex their explananda might be, employ the same concepts. If so, the result is either reductive materialism or panpsychism. The former results from a bottom-up interpretation of the Principle of Continuity and the latter from a top-down one. Certainly, Dewey did not want a bottom-up interpretation. The specter of reductive materialism, in which biological, psychological and social explanations employ the same explanatory concepts as physics does, could be avoided by appeal to Dewey’s “outside force” qualification in order to show that his intent was only  to proscribe appeal to nonnatural or supernatural explanatory causes. 

But did Dewey want a top-down interpretation in which the explanatory concepts that are employed at the most complex level also apply also to the less developed ones, thereby winding up in panpsychism? The following passages give some indication that he did. The roots of the top-down interpretation can be seen in Dewey’s first published essay, “Metaphysical Assumptions of Materialism,” in which it is claimed that unless mind is implicitly present in matter it is impossible to explain how mind could emerge from matter (EW1, 3-8). Herein Dewey is appealing to the scholastic principle that there must be as much reality in the cause as in the effect. This requires that the effect must be contained in the cause, if not actually then implicitly. This principle undergirds Dewey’s view that universe is an organic whole and must be explained at every level of its development in terms of organic concepts. It was this that attracted him to Leibniz, who according to Dewey, held that

The universe is an organic whole. Its activity is the manifestation of Life, -- nay, it is Life. The laws of its activity reveal that continuity of development, that harmony of inter-relation, which are everywhere the marks of Life. The final and fundamental notion, therefore, by which Leibniz interprets the laws of physics and mathematics is that of Life (EW1, 282-3).


The same sort of panpsychism is found in the mature writing of Dewey. In Part I it was shown that Dewey’s generic traits of all existents are inquiry-related ones. Every existent is to be understood in terms of what bearing it has on inquiry. 

Plants and non-human animals act as if they were concerned that their activity, their characteristic receptivity and response, should maintain itself. Even atoms and molecules show a selective bias in the indifferencies, affinities and repulsions when exposed to other events. With respect to some things they are hungry to the point of greediness; in the presence of others they are sluggish and cold (LW1, 162).

In the 1929 The Quest of Certainty it is written that “indirectly, purpose is a legitimate and necessary idea in describing Nature itself in the large. For man is continuous with nature” (LW4, 196). And “Preferential activities characterize every individual” (LW4, 200). And in the 1940 “Time and Individuality” Dewey holds that

As human individuality can be understood only in terms of time as fundamental reality, so for physical individuals time is not simply a measure of predetermined changes in mutual positions, but is something that enters into their beings…the principle of developing career applies to all things in nature, as well as to human beings (LW14, 107-8). In part I consideration was given to the interpretations of Thomas Alexander and Tom Burke who maintained that even nonconscious individuals perform inquiries of sort – proto-inquiries. Their interpretations depend upon a top-down use of the Principle of Continuity. 


The Principle of Continuity in both its top-down and bottom-up interpretations requires that every change be of a Bergson-James processual sort, and it is this requirement that is supposed to dissolve vicious dualisms. In 1888 Dewey praises Leibniz for showing that problems concerning the relation between subject and object, “which seem insoluble, arise when we insist upon erecting into actual separations or differences of kind what really are only stages of development or differences of degree” (EW1, 317). Both mechanistic and spiritualistic metaphysics commit the cardinal sin of creating 

a breach in the continuity of historic process; the gulf created has then to be bridged by an emission or transfer of force…the notion of growth makes it easy…to detect the fallacy residing in both views: namely, the breaking up of a continuity of historical change into two separate parts, together with the necessity which follows from the breaking-in-two for some device by which to bring them together again (LW1, 209-10). 

The trick is to prevent Humpty Dumpty from falling by refusing to make numerical distinction between successive phases in a process of growth or development. As was the case for Dewey’s reflex circuit, successive events must be seen as merging and melting together. The Principle of Continuity, thus, turns out to be the Humpty Dumpty Intuition. 

Conclusion.
Dewey’s real, as opposed to his professed, metaphysics is based on four interconnected principles – the Humpty Dumpty Intuition, organism, internal relations, and the Principle of Continuity. In spite of his deprecation of philosophical systems,
 Dewey’s philosophy has a tight systematic unity. It begins with the Humpty Dumpty Intuition, which holds that apparently numerical distinct individuals emanate out of some kind of a background unity – the Absolute or Experience. Distinctions between them are functionally or organically based in a way that renders their relations to each other internal or essential to each of them. Furthermore, they are connected by a continuous process or field that renders it impossible to numerically distinguish between them. The result, as Steven Rockefeller so well put it, is that for Dewey “the individual is interconnected in an infinite number of ways with the larger whole and the whole is present in and with the individual…dynamic continuities [replace] hard and fast dualism.”
 


What are we to make of the dramatic clash between Dewey’s real metaphysics and his scientistically-based deconstructionist metaphilosophy? Which one is the bad Dewey? Whereas Rorty runs with Dewey’s deconstructionism and accordingly chides him for occasionally giving in to the temptation to do traditional metaphysics, I deplore the cultural barbarism of his deconstructionism and applaud his attempt to become the Plotinus of Burlington, Vermont. His John the Baptist drive to the contrary, Dewey, thank God, could not resist the temptation to do hard core philosophy, the sort that has no obvious redeeming social value, its purpose being to give us the aha-that-is-the-way-things-really-are feeling. 

University of Pittsburgh
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� My attempt to interpret Dewey as the Plotinus of Burlington, Vermont, would be rejected by at least one very able Dewey interpreter, John Tiles. He writes that “the Plotinian temptation to assert unity as both ground and goal is not one to which Dewey succumbs. In the speech he delivered to Parisian philosophers, he asserted, characteristically, that morality cannot be reduced to any single guiding principles selected as ultimate by moral philosophers: the culmination of natural desires, the demands of duty, or the dialectic of sympathy and antipathy. There are, as Dewey put it, ‘three independent factors in morals’ not three competitors for the one ultimate principle” (John Dewey: Rethinking Our Time. Albany: State University of New York Press, 1988, p. 6). There are two things wrong here. First, Plotinus’ monism is a metaphysical, not an ethical thesis. Second, Dewey clear advanced growth as his summum bonum, which was defined as a self’s achievement of every higher order unification. Tiles goes on to claim that Dewey, unlike Plotinus, “admits the irreducibility of pluralism and sets harmony, not unity, as the appropriate human ideal” (p. 10). This claim flies in the face of Dewey’s repeated use of “unity” in presented his metaphysical and ethical theories. Whereas both Dewey and Plotinus see the empirical many as emanating out of the One, they differ with respect to the status of the many. Dewey, unlike traditional monistic mystics, does not claim that the experiential many are illusory, but he does say that they are not numerically distinct from each other. Furthermore, the post-Hegelian Dewey does not hold that the many flow back into the primordial One. Rather, it is up to us to operate as Promethean agents upon the many so as to create unification between them, but it is a new type of unity and there is no prior assurance that we shall succeed in this endeavor, this being an expression of Dewey’s meliorism. 


� I am in full agreement with John Shook’s claim that the “Universal Mind was replaced in Dewey’s philosophy not by nature, but by experienced nature.” Dewey’s Empirical Theory of Knowledge and Reality. Nashville” Vanderbilt University Press, 2000, p. 19. Herein Shook is opposing Lewis Hahn’s interpretation that has “The Universal Consciousness or Mind…replaced by nature.” “Dewey’s Philosophy and Philosophic Method” in Guide to the Works of John Dewey, ed. Jo Ann Boydston. Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1970, p. 26. 


� In the same vein, Sidney Hook, in his The Quest for Being ( ), argues that Being is a meaningless term, since it fails to satisfy the significant contrast principle, this being due to its contrastive term, Non-Being, being meaningless.
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� Dewey’s rejection of intrinsically mental events or states of consciousness is inconsistent with the 1945 article, “Are Naturalists Materialist?,” which he co-authored with Ernest Nagel and Sidney Hook (LW15, 109-26). Herein an epiphenomenalist theory is espoused that accepts an ontological distinction between mental and physical events but denies the former any causal efficacy. Except for the opening paragraph, Dewey had little to do with the writing of it, Nagel being the principle author. Why did Dewey agree to attach his name to the essay? Was it that he wanted to lend support to his two leading disciples in meeting objections from a common foe, Sheldon? Or was it creeping senility that kept him from seeing the inconsistency between it and his earlier writings?  


� John Dewey’s Theory of Art, Experience, and Nature. Albany: State University of New York Press, 1987, p. 40.
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