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Questioning Balance: Towards Integrity as Dewey’s Central Moral Ideal
Abstract:
I respond to Gregory Pappas’s argument that balance is the moral ideal in Dewey’s thought, and propose integrity as a stronger candidate for the central ideal.  Pappas argues in John Dewey’s Ethics: Democracy as Experience for the centrality of balance.  Pappas’s argument rests upon wariness of philosophical dogmatism in the face of generic traits of experience.  In response, I present two examples in which balance between opposing traits is not central.  As an alternative candidate, I propose integrity.  I offer a short analysis of integrity, and suggest integrity affords Deweyan resolutions to the example problems wherein balance is inapplicable.


In John Dewey’s Ethics: Democracy as Experience,[footnoteRef:0] Gregory Pappas argues that the ideal of balance is central to Dewey’s moral philosophy.  Pappas argues that balance makes for a “better lived experience,” and he seeks to demonstrate that Dewey’s thought affirms balance as the moral ideal by “showing how balance is essential to his descriptions of ideal activity in all the different dimensions of human life”.[footnoteRef:1]  I argue that balance is an incomplete moral ideal, and propose integrity as a strong candidate for the central moral ideal in Dewey’s ethics.   [0:  Gregory Pappas. John Dewey’s Ethics: Democracy as Experience (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2008).]  [1:  Pappas, 177.] 

	Because his argument is of wide scope and his account of balance not always intuitive, I begin with key points of Pappas’s analysis before presenting situations in which he unintentionally distorts Dewey’s moral outlook.  The examples pose a challenge to Pappas’s embrace of balance as Dewey’s moral ideal.  Alternatives to the ideal of balance better account for Dewey’s perspective; in particular, the idea of integrity comes closer to capturing Dewey’s perspective.  I conclude by briefly elaborating the relevant idea of integrity.

Why Balance?
	Pappas motivates his argument for balance as Dewey’s moral ideal with a worry about dogmatism.  Pappas argues: “How we should approach or respond in general to the kinds of situations present in moral life is an important issue, one that can determine the quality of present moral experience. This quality has suffered in part because of extremism in dealing with moral and social problems”.[footnoteRef:2]  Dogmatic approaches to moral problems leave subjects less able to accommodate new circumstances and less attuned to subtleties.  This resistance to philosophical dogmatism is Pappas’s initial motivation for his account of balance as Dewey’s moral ideal. [2:  Pappas, 169-170.] 

With this worry in the background, Pappas argues that Dewey’s conception of the moral life requires negotiating tension between opposed generic traits of experience, including order and spontaneity, fact and value, and work and play among other complementary pairs.[footnoteRef:3]  Building on the motivation to avoid philosophical dogmatism, Pappas worries that facing opposing traits provide occasion for embracing dogmatism.   [3:  Pappas, 170-171.] 

The generic traits of experience, discussed prominently in “The Subject Matter of Metaphysical Inquiry” and later in Experience and Nature, are proper items of inquiry for metaphysics; Dewey writes, “We may… mark off the metaphysical subject matter by reference to certain irreducible traits found in any and every subject of scientific inquiry”.[footnoteRef:4]   In Experience and Nature, Dewey writes that metaphysics is “a statement of the generic traits manifested by existences of all kinds”.[footnoteRef:5] The metaphysical project of mapping generic traits suffers from the temptation to reify one trait as real and its complement as appearance.  Pappas’s argument for balance emphasizes Dewey’s critique of this temptation. [4:  John Dewey, “The Subject Matter of Metaphysical Inquiry” printed in The Middle Works of John Dewey, 1899-1924. Volume 8: 1915, Essays, German Philosophy and Politics, Schools of To-Morrow. Edited by Jo Ann Boydston (Carbondale, IL; Southern Illinois University Press, 1978), 4.]  [5:  John Dewey, Experience and Nature printed in The Later Works of John Dewey, 1925-1953. Vol. 1: 1925, Experience and Nature. Edited by Jo Ann Boydston (Carbondale, IL; Southern Illinois University Press, 1988), 308.] 

	Faced with undesirable tension between opposing traits, an individual must either ameliorate the undesirable effect of the experience, or preserve it in the interest of some further end.  Pappas writes “this transformation [from factors imbalanced to balanced] is not one in which the factors are dissolved into a new, undifferentiated unity, one where there is no longer tension”.[footnoteRef:6]  Balanced activity consists in the preservation of tension that requires unification in which opposing features of experience continue to stand in opposition. [6:  Pappas, 173.] 

	Finally, Pappas finds in Dewey’s discussions of biology and aesthetics four desiderata of the ideal of balance: 
a) a relation between forces in opposition or in tension
b) an interactive process where these forces are transformed in a tension-filled but reinforcing relation
c) excellence in proportion that is inseparable from rhythm.
d) a relation between elements of an organic whole that avoids excess and deficiency.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Pappas, 173.] 


The proper notion of balance is not a quantitative measure where, to use Pappas’ example of tension between work and play, one achieves balance by compensating for a week of drudgery at work with a weekend of aimless frivolity.  Such engagement is not properly balanced, since that behavior appeals to a quantitative, not qualitative, notion of balance.  
	Pappas’ argument for balance as the central ideal of Dewey’s moral thought relies on Dewey’s opposition to dualisms and his desire to maintain the tenuous relationship between complementary generic traits.  Pappas asserts that Dewey’s moral ideal “relies on and affirms the tensions found in everyday experience”.[footnoteRef:8]  The ideal of balance in Pappas’s account seeks to maintain tensions while simultaneously putting them to work towards a moral end.  [8:  Pappas, 184.] 


Where is Balance?
	Although Dewey’s aversion to philosophical dogmatism motivates Pappas’s embrace of balance, the risk of adopting philosophical dogmatism is not always a feature of moral experience; moreover, the generic traits of experience are not always central to morally problematic situations.  Balance is frequently not the explicit goal of moral reflection.  Consider two cases of moral import showing that, although balance is not relevant, Dewey’s moral philosophy offers important resources.  
	In “Disabilities and Educational Opportunity: A Deweyan Approach”,[footnoteRef:9] Todd Lekan considers the case of Jacob, an autistic child in a second-grade class.  Formalist approaches to justice raise and attempt to answer questions about the classroom resources that should be devoted to Jacob rather than to other, “normal” students.  Parents of “normal” students demand a fair share of classroom resources.  Parties interested in providing Jacob equal opportunity demand additional resources devoted to him.  Teachers and administrators face the task of meeting these demands.  The formalist approach provides an answer to how classroom resources should be distributed. [9:  Todd Lekan, "Disabilities and Educational Opportunity: A Deweyan Approach," Transactions of the Charles S. Peirce Society: A Quarterly Journal in American Philosophy 45.2 (2009): 214-230.] 

	Lekan responds that Dewey’s conception of growth as ordered richness provides a different resolution for the situation.  Instead of viewing education as the distribution of scarce resources to the end of providing pupils the tools to “pursue whatever life plans that he or she might have,”[footnoteRef:10] Dewey takes seriously individuals’ potential to contribute to their social context.  Classrooms are communities in which students contribute what their individuality allows them to contribute, and that contribution is valuable to the community.  As Lekan writes, “Deweyan growth… is the growth of capacities that promote rich social integration and that are nourished by that same social integration”.[footnoteRef:11]  By rich, Lekan means that the social interactions are diverse in terms of promoting interaction with other social groups, and diverse in the qualities of interaction within the single group.  [10:  Lekan, “Disabilities and Educational Opportunity”, 219.]  [11:  Lekan, “Disabilities and Educational Opportunity”, 223.] 

	Given the tension between competing demands for resources, which formalist theories of justice must somehow distribute, Dewey’s response is to re-imagine goals of education and appropriate modes of social interaction.  The focus on the ideal of growth as ordered richness results in a constructive picture of how disabilities can be assets in the classroom and appreciated as components of social interaction.  Social interaction and the growth of individuals involve tensions, but the problematic tension in this situation result from competing demands for resources.
	That tension is never balanced.  Lekan’s article is a good example of the application of Dewey’s view of the individual and the ideal of growth in a morally significant context, and balance seems not to play any role.  What aspects of experience demand balancing in this case?  
	The tension between poles of various dualisms motivates Pappas’s arguments, and without this tension there is no motivation to embrace balance as a moral ideal.  The tensions in Lekan’s case are competing demands for classroom resources.  The moral force of the case concerns the growth of individual students.  The dualisms of necessity and contingency, work and play, actual and ideal, etc… are not relevant.
	Another situation: Imagine Dennis, a single father, caught between demands of work and parenting.  Dennis has two distinct roles, each a large part of his life, and the demands of those roles compete for his time and energy.
	Dennis, like many single parents, might talk about balancing work life and home life; he might accept that he cannot devote his time fully to either activity.  Being a parent requires financial stability, and having a career serves that requirement of being a good parent.  Also, the demands of a career, particularly if one is to excel in it, preclude full-time parenting.  Facing competing demands, Dennis engages in moral deliberation, in which, as William Caspary writes, “Each pole of the conflict involves both interests and responsibilities and one seeks out the overlap between broader underlying conceptions of these objectives”.[footnoteRef:12]  Does this search for overlap between responsibilities and interests associated with Dennis’s two roles cohere with Pappas’s thesis?   [12:  William R. Caspary, Dewey on Democracy (Ithaca, New York; Cornell University Press, 2000), 156.] 

	Balance, as Pappas understands it, does not enable resolution of Dennis’s situation.  The tensions in Dennis’s experience come from competing demands on his time and energy rooted in his different roles.  These competing demands do not result from opposed generic traits.  Nor does Dennis risk philosophical dogmatism.  Without this risk, the notion of balance is inapplicable. 
	Balance is not a goal in either of the above situations.  These situations are live moral problems in experience rather than situations that risk philosophical dogmatism.  Neither situation features opposition between generic traits as the heart of the problem.  Each concerns tensions faced by individuals trying to meet demands of their social roles.  In Lekan’s situation, teachers and administrators must re-envision education.  In Dennis’s situation, he must negotiate the tension between his roles as parent and as professional.  In neither instance do the generic traits of experience, or the need to balance those traits, make their way into the foreground of a resolution.
This discussion shows that while balance, as Pappas conceives it, is not relevant to these situations, Deweyan responses to each are possible.  This possibility suggests that another moral ideal is at work.  The idea of integrity may be a stronger candidate for the central moral ideal in these situations than balance.  I provide here a brief sketch of the relevant idea of integrity, inspired by Dewey’s Ethics.

A Glimpse of Integrity
	Integrity is a strong candidate for the moral ideal in Dewey’s thought, and this claim is not incoherent with Pappas’s vision.  Pappas repeatedly describes the moral ideal as “integrative balance”[footnoteRef:13] or “balanced integration”[footnoteRef:14] of habits.  Having considered two cases where balance seems inappropriate as an ideal, I suggest that integrity can serve as a guiding role in deliberation about these cases. [13:  Pappas, 176.]  [14:  Pappas, 180, 184.] 

	Dewey’s criticisms of various moral philosophies shows that while proponents of traditional theories mistakenly treat their favorite theory as the complete picture of morality embracing philosophical dogmatism, these theories are nevertheless tools individuals use to engage in moral problems.  Dewey’s examination of moral theory concludes with a discussion of the moral self.  These discussions intimate that integrity is a central concept.  
	Dewey’s concern with moral experience leads to a discussion of habit, conduct, and character.  Inherited habits provide a basis for character-formation, though character is never completely stable,[footnoteRef:15] and conduct is a series of actions where “each thing done carries forward an underlying tendency and intent… to further acts and to a final fulfillment or consummation”.[footnoteRef:16]  Conduct is an expression of character that constitutes “potentially… one hundred percent of our conscious life”.[footnoteRef:17]  Every act indicatives a certain kind of character, and has moral significance.   [15:  John Dewey, Ethics printed in The Later Works of John Dewey, 1925-1953. Vol. 7: 1932, Ethics. Edited by Jo Ann Boydston (Carbondale, IL; Southern Illinois University Press, 2008), 167.]  [16:  Dewey, Ethics, 168.]  [17:  Dewey, Ethics, 170.] 

Habits are foundational to an individual’s character, and an individual’s integrity is, at least in part, a matter of reinforcing relationships among habits.  Lekan’s analysis is on target: “Character is a more or less integrated set of propulsive, interpenetrating habits.  The more an individual’s habits support, enhance, and reinforce each other, the more integrated the character”.[footnoteRef:18]  Similarly, James Gouinlock describes Dewey’s picture of the self as “a dynamic organization of habits, which are demands for certain kinds of activity”.[footnoteRef:19]  The self is a relationship among habits, and integrity is a relationship among sets of habits.  When habits are mutually reinforcing, fostering successful engagement with an individual’s environment, the self is to that extent integrated. [18:  Todd Lekan.  Making Morality: Pragmatist Reconstruction in Ethical Theory (Nashville, TN; Vanderbilt University Press, 2003), 60.]  [19:  James Gouinlock. John Dewey’s Theory of Value (New York; Humanities Press, Inc., 1972), 239.] 

	Habits are pre-reflective, voluntary, dispositions, desires, intents and actions.[footnoteRef:20] When habits do not negotiate experience successfully, subjects become reflective, creatively imagining their actions in future circumstances.  This creative reflection aims at prescribing future behavior, and strengthens the ability of the subject to engage the world out of a new, informed impulse.  In short, individuals, through reflection, adjust their habits.  Lekan writes, “We are constantly engaged in a process of readjusting habits, shedding old habits, and acquiring new ones”.[footnoteRef:21]  As the self is dynamic and responsive to experience, integrity itself is not a fixed goal, a once-and-for-all accomplishment. [20:  Dewey, Ethics, 171.]  [21:  Lekan, Making Morality, 57.] 

	Integrity of a character derives from negotiating experience into new, more unified, set of habits.  However, experience has social character.  Individuals are embedded in various social contexts, contexts that inform behavior and serve as contexts for growth.  Confronted with moral problems in experience, individuals seek stable, reinforcing habits.  Individuals grow as habits “become more inclusive and more complex… [and] human energies find fuller and more effective engagement with their surroundings”.[footnoteRef:22]  An individual’s engagement with surroundings aims at coherence of character and environment.  Individuals contribute to the development of social contexts as those contexts inform their growth.  The notion of integrity captures this relationship, since an individual’s habits are formed by a social context and influence the development of that social context.  [22:  Gouinlock, 239.] 

	Moral integrity is not just an ideal of individual character.  An individual’s experience of conflict involves relationships to other individuals, whose experiences must be respected as well.  Rejecting the view that individuals must achieve only a harmony of their own habits in order to be integrated, one sees that integrity itself has a social character.  Integrity is a feature of one’s individuality and one’s relationship with a social environment.  The social character of integrity means that moral projects aim at a unity of individual character and a broader social context, where both character and context are mutually interconnected.  
This conception of integrity offers greater resources to account for Dewey’s thought.  Integrity involves maximal harmony of those habits that form character and grow out of a social context.  Dewey writes of the ideal social self, “When selfhood is taken for what it is, something existing in relationships to others and not in unreal isolation, independence of judgment, personal insight, integrity and initiative, become indispensible excellencies from the social point of view”.[footnoteRef:23]   In negotiating experiences to form an organic unity, integrity must be a property not just of character, but also of a character’s relationship to a broader context.   [23:  Dewey, Ethics, 300.] 

	Reflection and creative engagement with the world involves the individual being “conscious of the existence of a persistent self and of the part it plays in what is externally done”,[footnoteRef:24] and since what is externally done has potential moral significance given that act’s relationship to conduct,[footnoteRef:25] individuals and their acts must be unified.  Since activity has a character forming role and a social character as well, the moral ideal must integrate habits and allow individuals to negotiate experience in a way that contributes to the integrity of their own character, their relationship to the broader social context and also allows others to strive for such integration.  Dewey’s moral ideal is an integration of one’s habits to navigate experience successfully.  This task requires attention to one’s social environment.   [24:  Dewey, Ethics 172.]  [25:  Dewey, Ethics 168.] 

	Lekan’s example illustrates the centrality of integrity in morality.   The environment of classrooms should promote social integration, allowing students to form their characters in a rich and meaningful way.  The Deweyan response to competing demands for educational resources envisions education as enabling unique individual growth in social environments.  Individual growth is a matter of character development within and in response to social contexts.  Since individual character is constituted by habits, this conception of education promotes the integrity of each individual in the social environment and the integrity of their relationship to that environment.  Because education is modeled on individual growth as contributing to the social environment, Lekan’s example emphasizes the social character of integrity.
	In the other example, Dennis must negotiate competing demands of his different roles as parent and professional.  These demands, and the struggle to accommodate them, are occasion for creative reflection.  Dennis’s reflection and deliberation should aim at integrating the two sets of demands to form new habits, promoting development of a more integrated self.  Dennis may decide that this project will involve sacrificing career goals in order to become a better parent.  Settling these demands involves re-forming his habits.  Dennis must negotiate these roles to allow the habits of one to accommodate the habits involved in the other, and he must become attuned to the needs of his context and creatively engaged in meeting those needs.  Again, the ideal of integrity productively informs thought about how to respond to moral dimensions of the situation. 

	Integrity, rather than balance, is a better way of approaching the moral ideal in Dewey’s thought.  Integrity fits Dewey’s concerns about harmonization and about the self as a composite of structured habits.  Individuals confront morally charged situations that call into question the value of ingrained habits.  The value of integrity serves as a guide to reforming and structuring the habits constitutive of the self and it’s allowing that self to negotiate experience and foster attunement to social contexts.  The two examples considered above diminish the idea that balance plays a central role in moral life.  Our experiences do not threaten us with philosophical dogmatism; they confront us with tensions, opposing demands, and the need for integrating self and environment.  
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