Dewey Notes--Santas


Dr. Ari Santas' Introductory Notes  for

John Dewey
I. See Background Notes: What is Pragmatism?
II. John Dewey's Philosophy
A. Dewey's Conception of Philosophy
-for many years Dewey's philosophy was influential in both the academic and the policy arena

-The Journal of Philosophy

-The "Dewey School"

-one cannot cover all that he wrote and did in a single lecture (or even a whole course), but there are some important themes in his thought that, if understood, can lend us a solid grasp of his philosophy

-these themes are:

-Dewey's Value Theory: he spent his philosophical career trying to dismantle the old conception of ends-in-themselves and replace it with the continuum of ends-means

-Dewey's Interactionism: Dewey spills much ink trying to break down old dualisms and replace them with an interactive conception of the heretofore opposed pairs

-Dewey's Educational Theory: Dewey saw education as an interactive process between moral agents that was absolutely necessary for the maintenance of a democratic society
B. Value Theory: the Origins of "Intrinsic Value"
-one of Dewey's big bones of contention was that no progress had been made in value theory since the ancient period

-Aristotle had distinguished between two types of value:

-intrinsic value: something that has value in it own right

-extrinsic value: something that has value by virtue of a relation to something else

-then he identified the object of intrinsic value with an end-in-itself

-and end-in-itself is something that

a) is pursued for no other reason than itself (i.e., it is final); and

b) cannot be improved or lessened by the addition of something else (i.e., it is self-sufficient)

-then Aristotle argued that there is only one such good, that it cannot change, and that it is happiness

C. Value Theory: Problems with Intrinsic Value
-since ends-in-themselves have value independent of everything else, they are not evaluable--they can only be accepted as a given

-of course that led to irresolvable quandaries

-more significantly, since they derive their value from nothing else, they cannot be rejected by virtue of bad consequences--no matter how bad

-remember Machiavelli's infamous "the end justifies the means"?

-Kant in the 18th Century concluded that only obedience to sacred duty derived from reason can have intrinsic value, but this only shifted the problem from the realm of goods to that of duties

-Mill in the 19th Century, following David Hume, concluded that ultimate ends are determined by feelings, not reason, but that's good enough

-Dewey contends that the problem goes deeper than any of these thinkers have dared to venture:

-we must give up the concept of ends-in-themselves

-there are no fixed ends which are self-justifying

-all goals, whether ends-in-view or rules of conduct are also means to further ends

-all ends can be evaluated on the criteria of (a) does it serve some other end(s); and (b) does it thwart other ends?

-we must conceive of ends and means on a continuum of human activity where there is a plurality of ends that must be kept in constant balance

-the continuum of ends-means is the critical component of Dewey's value theory; it drives his social ethics as well as his aesthetics

D. Interactionism

-along with his rejection of ends-in-themselves, and very much related to it, was his rejection of traditional dualisms

-three of the most important ones were:

1) the subject/object dualism in epistemology;

2) the human/environment dualism in metaphysics;

3) the self/society dualism in social and political theory

-following Kant and philosophers on the continent, he rejected subject/object dualism by arguing that experience is an emergent property arising from the interaction between the perceiving agent and the object of perception

-following developments in 19th century life sciences, he rejected human/environment dualism by arguing that man is not only fashioned by but takes a part in fashioning his environment: he was not simply placed here, forever to be distinct from nature

-following Hegel and with the help of G.H. Mead, he rejected self/society dualism by arguing  that the self is not a pre-existing given who somehow lands in  society; self is a social entity that emerges out of an interaction with other selves
E. Educational Theory
-given the social conception of self mentioned above, there are some educational consequences:

-first, children are not already fully developed selves that need to be whipped into shape

-they are selves in the making; they look at the world through a different set of eyes than we

-any lack of discipline on their part stems not from simple recalcitrance, but lack of proper socialization

-second, education is a social interaction between teacher and student

-all social interaction can be seen as educational inasmuch as it contributes to the formation of selves

-formal education is simply education that educates deliberately with (an) end(s) in view

-the relation between teacher and student is one of give and take, each party becoming enriched (if conditions are right!)

-third, education is a lifelong ongoing process
-a self is never completely formed--it is ever- evolving (compare to existentialism)

-education, therefore, is not something you do for a little while and then it's complete

-it is activity directed towards the formation and continual reformation of selves who function as autonomous yet socially connected individuals

-lastly, education in a democratic society must be democratic, not authoritarian, if we are to maintain truly democratic institutions

