John Dewey: Ethics as Precarious and Stable

Introduction
One solid approach to John Dewey’s metaphysics is illustrated by the title of the second chapter of Experience and Nature: ‘Existence as Precarious and Stable’.
 These two generic traits (as Dewey calls them) represent the tension that makes the world as we know it possible. For Dewey, this tension isn’t exhausted by the precarious and the stable, but instead it runs to the very core of his metaphysics. In his 1917 essay, ‘The Need For a Recovery in Philosophy’, Dewey writes, ‘Dynamic connections are qualitatively diverse, just as are the centers of action. In this sense, pluralism, not monism, is an established empirical fact’. And, ‘Empirically, then, active bonds of continuities of all kinds, along with static discontinuities, characterize existence’.
 Note that Dewey is describing the world as a place of ‘connected pluralism’. I propose that a more apt description of Dewey’s position is that the world of events is one of ‘organic pluralism’. The organic character of the world points the fact that events are dependent on their context for their emergence. That is, every event comes from somewhere (i.e. a context structured by other events). The pluralistic character points to the fact that an event, once specified, is an individual. Dewey’s organic pluralism consists of the interaction of these two characters, i.e. the organic and the plural.
 


On this reading of Dewey’s metaphysics, then, Experience and Nature is best read as Dewey’s attempt to make explicit the traits that illustrate the organic and the pluralistic characters of existence. The purpose of metaphysics, Dewey tells us in the final chapter of that book, is to serve as ‘a ground map for the province of criticism’.
 That is, the metaphysics serves as a guide to keep our inquiries on a coherent course. It is way of orienting ourselves in the world. Now, if we take Dewey’s ground map metaphor seriously (as I think we should), then it would seem to follow that Dewey’s metaphysics would serve as a useful guide in other, more specific areas of inquiry. I claim that it does exactly that, and my project is to explore what Dewey’s map suggests about the metaphysics of moral inquiry. 
The purpose of my paper, then, is to show what Dewey’s process view of reality brings to moral theory. I claim that Dewey’s metaphysics brings with it a sound moral theory. In order to show this, I take the following approach.  I begin by briefly considering Dewey’s empiricism and what this says about his views of experience and his metaphysics. Then I apply this to Dewey’s moral theory in order to see what this suggests about the metaphysics of moral experience.

Dewey’s empirical method

In order to get a sense of Dewey’s reconstruction of metaphysics, the best starting point is his 1905 essay ‘The Postulate of Immediate Empiricism’.
 In this essay, Dewey describes his view of the relationship among experience, knowledge, and reality, calling his view ‘immediate empiricism’.
  The central thesis of the essay is ‘that things—anything, everything, in the ordinary or non-technical use of the term “thing”—are what they are experienced as being. Hence, if one wishes to describe anything truly, his task is to tell what it is experienced as being’.
 Dewey goes on to use the example of describing a horse. The descriptions of a horse-trader, a jockey, a zoologist, etc., will of course vary, with both congruencies and divergences, but this is no reason to account any one description of the horse as being any more real than any other, or for reducing some accounts of the horse to being simply phenomenal. Each account of the horse, assuming the account is a description of what that horse is experienced as, is equally real. 


But what about the contradictions among the accounts? These don’t take away from the postulate. For Dewey, every experience is determinate—it is what it is, regardless of what it is. It may be settled, confusing, frightening, illusory, and so on, but it is exactly what it is. Every experience is real—a confused experience is every bit as real as a knowing experience. Thus, the distinction between a knowing experience and a confused experience is not one of Reality vs Appearance, but is simply a contrast between different reals of experience. Every experience is a concrete determinate experience, no more or less real than any other.


Notice that Dewey’s thesis goes against the traditional philosophical notion of experience as being primarily cognitive. For Dewey, things are not what they are known to be, but they are exactly what they are experienced as being. That is, knowing is not the only mode of experience; it is but one type of experience. Dewey uses the example of a startling noise. ‘Empirically, that noise is fearsome; it really is, not merely phenomenally or subjectively so. That is what it is experienced as being’.
 If we investigate the noise, we discover, following Dewey’s example, that the noise was caused by a loose shutter banging against the window. According to Dewey’s thesis, the knowing experience, the experience that comes about as a result of inquiry, is no more real than the flustered experience, but they are not the same experience. That is, the thing experienced has changed; reality has changed. I may be embarrassed by my fright, but reality has been changed via the process of inquiry. It is, of course, correct to say that the latter experience is cognitively ‘truer’ than the former, but it is no more or less real. 


In a note added to the end of the essay in response to reactions to the essay, Dewey points out that commentators took much exception to the position he put forth.  These exceptions, according to Dewey, are based largely on some fundamental misunderstandings of his position. One such misunderstanding reads Dewey as saying that human experience is somehow the ‘aboriginal stuff’ out of which things evolve, thus making Dewey some kind of idealist.  But, in the essay proper, Dewey says: 

So, when [the empiricist] talks of experience, he does not mean some grandiose, remote affair that is cast like a net around a succession of fleeting experiences; he does not mean an indefinite total, comprehensive experience which somehow engirdles an endless flux; he means that things are what they are experienced to be, and that every experience is some thing.

This passage explicitly denies that experience is some kind of all‑encompassing absolute. Again, in the added note at the end of the essay, Dewey points out that there is nothing in his position that denies the existence of things temporally prior to our experiencing them. In fact, he says, it is fairly obvious that we do experience things as temporally prior to our experiencing them. From ‘The Postulate of Immediate Empiricism,’ then, we can draw the negative conclusion that Dewey does not reduce everything to experience.

One of the first things that should be evident about Dewey’s view is that it results in a denial of the spectator view of knowledge.  Dewey has returned experience and knowing to its rightful place—square in the middle of things.  Also, notice that there is an implicit process view of reality. If things are in fact as we experience them to be, then it must be that, ontologically speaking, things change. 

Dewey’s metaphysics as precarious and stable
In order to get at Dewey’s reconstruction of the metaphysical enterprise, it will be helpful to begin where this paper began, with Dewey’s categories the precarious and the stable. Regarding the former, Dewey writes: 

Man finds himself in an aleatory world; his existence involves, to put it baldly, a gamble.  The world is a scene of risk; it is uncertain, unstable, uncannily unstable.  Its dangers are irregular, inconstant, not to be counted upon as to their times and seasons.  Although persistent, they are sporadic, episodic. Its darkest just before dawn; pride goes before a fall; the moment of greatest prosperity is the moment most charged with ill-omen, most opportune for the evil eye. Plague, famine, failure of crops, disease, death, defeat in battle, are always just around the corner, and so are abundance, strength, victory, festival, and song. The sacred and the accursed are potentialities of the same situation; and there is no category of things which has not embodied the sacred and accursed: persons, words, places, times, directions in space, stones, winds, animals, stars.

Notice the focus on ordinary kinds of experience in Dewey's analysis.  Everything that is in and of experience is part of and revelatory of reality.  And, every event is potentially sacred or accursed—this fact points to the instability of the universe.  For example, the same place can, at one time, be a very comfortable and stable place, yet, at another time, be very oppressive and unstable.  For example, sometimes I go home to have lunch. When I arrive, I know exactly what to expect, and the house is a comfortable place, quite stable. But what about the day I arrived home to find the front door ajar? Did someone break in? Is he still there? Or did I simply forget to lock the door? In such a case, my normally stable, settled place has become precarious. Again, it’s not just that I perceive it as such (though I do), but it is precarious, objectively so. As Dewey says:

But fear, whether an instinct or an acquisition, is a function of the environment.  Man fears because he exists in a fearful, an awful world. The world is precarious and perilous.  It is as easily accessible and striking evidence of this fact that primitive experience is cited.  The voice is that of early man; but the hand is that of nature, the nature in which we still live. It was not fear of gods that created the gods.

So, when Dewey says that the world is precarious, he means that precariousness is a fact about the world revealed through our experience.  When one experiences the world as precarious, the world is precarious.  Philosophers and theologians have spent a great deal of time trying to safeguard us against the unsafe character of the world. ‘Our magical safeguard against the uncertain character of the world is to deny the existence of chance, to mumble universal and necessary law, the ubiquity of cause and effect, the uniformity of nature, universal progress, and the inherent rationality of the universe’.
  Once done, the world is not seriously modified—the unpredictable is still liable to reach out and grab you.  Denying it is there does not make it go away. 

Dewey goes on to say that the inextricable mixture of stability and uncertainty/precariousness is what gives rise to philosophy in that such a mixture is what generates problematic situations that have the potentiality to be settled.  Without the precarious there would be no problematic situations, and without the stable there could be no resolution.  It's interesting, though, that philosophy has spent so much time focusing on the latter to the exclusion of the former. That is, what philosophers have typically done is to identify the sure, regular, and finished with what is real.  Yet common, primitive experience points to a different reality.  Dewey recognizes that the world is a place of both permanence and change.  Dewey says ‘change gives meaning to permanence and recurrence makes novelty possible.  A world that was wholly risky would be a world in which adventure is impossible, and only a living world can include death’.
  So our metaphysics must include an account of both permanence and change.

What, then, does the union of the hazardous and the stable do for us? Dewey writes:

The union of the hazardous and the stable, of the incomplete and the recurrent, is the condition of all experienced satisfaction as truly as of our predicaments and problems. While it is the source of ignorance, error and failure of expectation, it is the source of the delight which fulfillments bring. For if there were nothing in the way, if there were no deviations and resistances, fulfillment would be at once, and in so being would fulfill nothing, but merely be. It would not be in connection with desire or satisfaction.

As Dewey notes, if the world were only stable, there would be no problems, but neither would there be any satisfactions. A purely stable world would have no illusions, but neither would it have ideals—it would simply be. Satisfactions require problems, otherwise there is nothing to satisfy. It is because the world is both precarious and stable that we have philosophy, science, knowledge, ideals, values, etc. The presence of disequilibrium points to the precarious, and the resolution of disequilibrium points to the stable. Thus, the resolving/integration of the precarious and the stable is a ‘satisfaction’.  As Dewey says, 

If human experience is to express and reflect this world, it must be marked by needs; in becoming aware of the needful and needed quality of things it must project satisfactions or completions. For irrespective of whether a satisfaction is conscious, a satisfaction or non-satisfaction is an objective thing with objective conditions. It means fulfillment of the demands of objective factors....[It] is not subjective, private or personal: it is conditioned by objective partialities and defections and made real by objective situations and completions.

So, satisfactions are a fact of the world, whether they are conscious satisfactions or not. 


Before getting to Dewey’s ethics, I want to say a little more about Dewey’s broader metaphysical view, and for this purpose, it will be instructive to turn to AE Murphy’s 1927 essay ‘Objective Relativism in Dewey and Whitehead’.
 When Murphy read Whitehead’s Science and the Modern World and Dewey’s Experience and Nature, both released in 1925, he noticed that the two books shared a common view, a view he calls ‘objective relativism’. The basic thesis of that essay is that both Dewey and Whitehead reverse the traditional roles of objects and events. That is, the tradition holds that objects are primary and that the surrounding events are accidental.  These two philosophers reverse this, claiming that events are fundamental and that objects are characters of events. Rather than giving a long explication of Murphy’s essay, I will instead offer one application of objective relativism, trusting that this will illustrate the basic thesis. 


Let’s consider the nature of meaning. Meanings are both relative and they are objective. Meaning comes out of interaction, and interaction is the essence of an event.  Dewey says, ‘Meanings are objective because they are modes of natural interaction; such an interaction...includes things and energies external to living creatures’.
  So, the basis of meaning is interaction and nothing in and by itself is a meaning.  Meaning only and always occurs in a context and is the product of interaction.  Given this, the same event may have many meanings in various relations.  For example, a single thunderstorm may mean joy to the farmer, disaster to the baseball players, overtime for the meteorologist, etc.  Such meanings are diverse and can be contradictory, yet each is objective and real, for each is each a product of a natural interaction in various contexts.  All relations are real, yet no relation can exhaust any given event's potentialities.  Our perception of an event is never all there is to the story because we cannot see all of the infinite possibilities for the event.  Yet, each perspective of the same event is still a perception of that event—it is the same existential occurrence interacting with a variety of points of view.  Dewey argues that to treat one particular meaning as what is really real and the others as being somehow artificial is to adopt a static view of things and to treat one potential relation as though it constituted the reality of the situation. Yet according to objective relativism, there is no ‘ultimate reality’ of the situation.  Every relation is a reality, and no one relation exhausts what a thing is.
 

To summarize: In brief, objective relativism goes something like this:  The world is a world of events. Every event emerges from a given context and is limited and conditioned by that context.  This is the relative nature of events.  But the properties of that event are properties of that unique perspective.  This is the objective nature of events.  Finally, they are properties of the world as the world relates to that perspective.  This is the interactive nature of events.  Given this description, it becomes natural to say that our knowledge of the world is indeed relative. Yet, at the same time, it is still knowledge, i.e., it is objective.  Notice the insight of such a perspective—it rightly points out that relativity does not necessarily imply dependence on an observer nor does it imply subjectivism.

Dewey’s ethics

I hope that it’s at least slightly apparent what this theory suggests about morality and about moral experience. In order to sort this out systematically, it will be useful to place Dewey’s ethics among some of the other well-known moral theories.  That is, I think, the best approach because Dewey’s ethics is very difficult to place in and amongst the traditional ‘isms,’ though there are some traditional descriptions that are appropriate. Let’s start with those.


The first broad distinction that can be made among ethical theories is that between consequentialists and non-consequentialists, or, to put it another way, between teleological theories and deontological ones. The difference between these two can be put like this: For a consequentialist, given alternatives of action X, Y and Z, X is right if and only if the total consequences of X are ultimately preferable (good, for most ethicists) to those of Y and Z. Consequences, for these views, are all that matter for determining the morality of an action. Non-consequentialists, or deontologists, deny this claim. That is, they will say that consequences are not the only relevant considerations for determining the rightness or wrongness of an action. No deontologist worth his salt would dream of denying the importance of considering consequences; she would simply say that there are considerations other than consequences to be given weight.


Given this first distinction, Dewey is not a consequentialist, contrary to a number of interpreters.
  Now, when I say that Dewey is not a consequentialist, again, I am not saying that consequences are irrelevant, just not determinative. I will say more on the role of consequences later. Also, I am not saying that Dewey doesn’t have something in common with other consequentialist theories. He does. Here are a few. First, like utilitarianism, Dewey's moral theory is contextual. That is, different situations call for different patterns of behavior. No absolute will apply to all situations. Again, one way to describe Dewey's particular kind of contextualism is ‘objective relativism’.  Applying objective relativism to ethics, in the crassest terms, it says that every situation has a right answer, but no right answer fits all situations. This is, as noted, a crass description and needs to be qualified. Dewey doesn't talk about ‘right’ answers, but, instead, he talks about ‘better’ answers. Situations in which we face moral choices are rarely either/or. There is usually a range of possibilities which will range in degree from better to worse. ‘Better’, in fact, is the fundamental moral category. So, in a moral situation, there will be better and worse alternatives. This isn't relativism because the better isn't merely up to the agent, but is established within the situation with the agent, of course, being a relevant factor. That is, the better emerges from the situation. Once the value is settled, it is objective. One of the consequences of this view is that we can never know for certain, while we are doing it, that what we do is the better thing. That is, we can never know whether our choice will result in a consummatory resolution of the situation in question. Again, this is not to say that Dewey is a consequentialist. The consummation is not in the intended consequences of the any future state of affairs; rather, the consummation is in the present, here and now. Now, while this doesn’t make Dewey a consequentialist, it does emphasize the importance of intelligence and moral inquiry.


Second, the fact that emerging values are objective points to the fact that Dewey is a moral realist.
 We have to be careful here. Moral realism does not necessarily mean moral absolutism. It simply means that values are things that emerge out of situations, and once they emerge, they are what they are, objectively so. This, again, points to Dewey's objective relativism. Values are contextual and objective. And, as Dewey notes in Experience and Nature, the moral traits we experience are just as revelatory of the nature of things as anything that the scientist studies.
 

Third. Where does this place Dewey in amongst the utilitarians, the duty folks and the virtue ethicists? One answer is, right square in the middle of them. Given all that has been said, we still have to ask, What should we do? Should we cultivate virtue, pay attention to consequences, do our duty? Then answer is Yes! in a sense. In his seminal 1930 essay ‘Three Independent Factors in Morals’,
 Dewey notes that all three of these factors of morality, the good, the right, and the virtuous, are crucial to morality, yet they often conflict. But none can be taken to be primary in any exclusive sense; that is, they are, each of them, ultimately irreducible. All three of the factors have something to contribute, but their respective adherents have all latched on to one aspect of our moral experience and made it primary. Dewey addresses this singularity of focus in Human Nature and Conduct: 

Hence, we must decline to admit theories which identify morals with the purification of motives, edifying character, pursuing remote and elusive perfection, obeying supernatural command, acknowledging the authority of duty. Such notions have a dual bad effect. First they get in the way of observation of conditions and consequences. They divert thought into side issues. Secondly, while they confer a morbid exaggerated quality upon things which are viewed under the aspect of morality, they release the larger part of the acts of life from serious, that is moral, survey. Anxious solicitude for the few acts which are deemed moral is accompanied by edicts of exemption and baths of immunity for most acts. A moral moratorium prevails for everyday affairs.

And, from ‘Three Independent Factors in Morals’:

Whatever may be the differences which separate moral theories, all postulate one single principle as an explanation of moral life. Under such conditions, it is not possible to have either uncertainty or conflict: morally speaking, the conflict is only specious and apparent. Conflict is, in effect, between good and evil, justice and injustice, duty and caprice, virtue and vice, and is not an inherent part of the good, the obligatory, the virtuous. Intellectually and morally, distinctions are given in advance; from such a point of view, conflict is in the nature of things, a hesitation about choice, an anguish of the will divided between good and evil, between appetite and a categorical imperative, between the disposition to virtue or the penchant for vice. That is the necessary logical conclusion if moral action has only one source, if it ranges only within a single category. Obviously in this case the only force which can oppose the moral is the immoral.

Thus, the real danger in identifying any one of these as being primary in morality is that it results in a ‘moral moratorium’ on anything that doesn’t involve that one thing. And, further, such a focus on one factor denies that uncertainty and conflict are inherent in morals.

Let’s consider these three factors (the good, the right, and the virtuous) in greater detail, drawing here from Dewey’s discussion in his 1932 Ethics.  The first, the good, involves the morality of ends, and in that group we would place, for example, utilitarianism. One of the more disastrous results of utilitarianism’s exclusive focus on the future outcome of actions is that it ultimately degrades the value of the self. Just like those theories that focus exclusively on the self (virtue and Kant), they separate the self from its actions, thus treating the self as a ‘mere means’ for producing these ideal consequences.
 Thus, they fail to recognize that the self and its actions are inseparable—that is, actions flow from a self, but they return back to it in helping to form that self’s character. A related criticism notes that utilitarianism is entirely future oriented. Moral experience, though, is not primarily of the future; rather it is primarily of the present. To use Dewey’s example, when someone desires good health, she does not think of the pleasures it will bring in the future. Rather, she thinks of the ‘various objects and acts which will follow from good health’
 and experience a present enjoyment which then strengthens her effort to attain that goal. But even more, when the future is all that is important, the value of the present is sacrificed. And the present is exactly where value resides.


The second independent factor is the morality of rules, or the right. Rules are very important, in part because they represent the beginning of moral education. We cannot teach children to calculate pains and pleasure the way the utilitarian would have us do (imagine the consequences of that!). Rather, we teach them rules, and rules do express the basic values that we have. But, when rules are seen as being exhaustive of the moral enterprise, then much is lost, primarily the contextual nature of moral experience. Rules cannot take into account the individual nature of situations. So, by themselves, rules aren’t enough.


But there are greater problems than this. When one separates the right entirely from the good, that is, from the satisfaction of desires and affections, then a serious problem emerges. Dewey writes: 

When all regard for consequences and for all ends which desire sets before us is excluded, what concrete material is left to be included within the idea of duty? Why may not a man go ahead in any line of conduct provided he is persuaded that his duty lies there? What saves him from self-deceit, from fanaticism, from cruel disregard of the interest of others, once he decides, apart from consideration of consequences, that something is his duty and is commanded by the moral law? Putting the question in its precise form, how shall a man go from the idea of duty in general to that of some particular act or mode of conduct as dutiful?
 

Taking Kant as an example, here, Dewey points out that Kant’s claim that the law of duty is purely formal and empty presents a serious problem. Kant’s notion of moral Reason renders each moral judgment an isolated, individual act, disconnected from Conduct. The result is that ‘there is no principle or law because there is nothing which binds different acts together. Each act is a complete law unto itself, which is the same as no law at all’.
 


Thus the Right must ultimately be connected to the good, with Conduct. Following the Right, then,
does not say: Ignore consequences and do your duty because moral law, through the voice of reason, commands it. It says: Consider as widely as possible the consequences of acting in this way; imagine the results if you and others always acted upon such a purpose as you are tempted to make your end, and see whether you would then be willing to stand by it.
 

We can still say, then, that the right is distinct from the good, but it cannot stand on its own in isolation from the good. That is, they must be connected.


The third factor in morality has to do with virtue. In our interaction with others, we sometimes praise or blame them; we approve and disapprove; we encourage and condemn; and we reward and punish. Such things occur after the other person has acted or in anticipation of that action. We do these things, presumably, to influence behavior, to engender virtue, and to form character. However, it is important to note that virtue must go beyond the ‘Conventional Morality’ of any given society or social group. With conventional morality, praise and blame is 

based on the code of valuations which happens to be current at a particular time in a particular social group. Whatever conforms, at least outwardly, to current practices, especially those of an institutional sort, receives commendation or at least passes without censure; whatever deviates exposes one to censure. The practical effect is a negative morality; virtue is identified with ‘respectability,’ and respectability means such conduct as is exempt from overt reproach and censure rather than what is inherently worthy of respect. The moral ideal of multitudes of persons comes to be that sort of behavior which will pass without arousing adverse comment, just as a child too often identifies the ‘right’ with whatever passes without a scolding.

In such a situation, certain traits are considered virtuous because they are approved and vicious because they are disapproved. Dewey argues that a reflective morality reverses this: they are approved because they are virtuous.
 


But such a move might still leave praise and blame themselves as primary factors in virtuous morality. As Dewey notes, praise and blame, even when encouraging the ‘right’ virtues, are often counterproductive. When blamed, we may become defensive or defiant; or we may just give up—‘What is the use? It makes no difference what I do, since I get blamed anyway’.


Thus, simply moving praise and blame from a conventional to a rational basis doesn’t go far enough. Dewey writes:

Reflective morality instead of leaving praise and blame where they were except for putting under them a rational basis tends to shift the emphasis to scrutiny of conduct in an objective way, that is with reference to its causes and results. What is desirable is that a person shall see for himself what he is doing and why he is doing it; shall be sensitive to results in fact and in anticipation, and shall be able to analyze the forces which make him act as he does act. Accordingly, approval and disapproval themselves are subjected to judgment by a standard instead of being taken as ultimate.

Reflective morality, then, requires not only praise and blame, but also criticism of our ‘prevailing habits of valuation’. Dewey continues:

The reflective standard holds individuals to responsibility for the ways in which favor and dislike are expressed. It makes prominent the fact that in judging, in commending and condemning, we are judging ourselves, revealing our own tastes and desires. Approval and disapproval, the attitude of attributing vice and virtue, becomes itself a vice or a virtue according to the way in which it is administered.

Thus, we must be critical not only of behaviors, but of how we go about evaluating those behaviors. The means by which we distribute praise and blame are themselves subject to evaluation.

More broadly, then, Dewey argues that, as categories, as principles, the virtuous differs radically from the good and the right. Goods, he notes again, have to do with deliberation on desire and purpose; the right and obligatory with the demands that are socially (or rationally) authorized and backed; and virtues with widespread approbation.


To take any one of these three variables as primary is to oversimplify the moral life. Quite simply, living morally is a complicated affair.  These three independent factors can conflict and cause much confusion. In fact, the fact that we don’t recognize this has caused some problems. As Dewey notes: ‘Thus the scheme of rational goods and of official publicly acknowledged duties in Anglo-Saxon countries stands in marked contrast to the whole scheme of virtues enforced by the economic structure of the society--a fact which explains to some extent our reputation for hypocrisy’.


So, again we ask, How do we know what to do? Well, given Dewey’s honesty, he admits and recognizes that no set formula is going to settle what is moral and tell us what to do. All three of these factors are crucial, yet they don't always agree. So, how do we know which to follow? Well, if you want to know in any formulaic sense, then you are asking a question that simply cannot be answered, and you are asking one that betrays the complexity of moral situations and human affairs. And here we come to the metaphysics of moral experience. According to Dewey, all experience is situated, where ‘situation’ is a technical term. Most situations are fairly well settled. That is, we plod along in our daily lives, trusting our habits (rightly so, for the most part) to get us through. In normal cases, our situations are relatively stable. Occasionally, though, we find ourselves in a problematic (precarious) situation. These can range from the trivially problematic (what do I fix for supper) to the massively problematic (how do we solve the problem in the Middle East). When we are in such situations, we engage in inquiry to try to reconstruct the precarious situation into one in which the problem is settled or resolved. Now, among our problematic situations, some will be morally problematic, which is to say they are held together with a moral quality. Again, when we find ourselves in these situations, we inquire, using our best judgment, and hope that what we do turns out to be consummatory. As in any inquiry, moral inquiry involves the use of hypotheses and imagination. That is, the inquiry is experimental. The experimental use of intelligence in problematic situations is a necessary condition for converting them into consummatory experiences. As James Gouinlock says, 

The aim of Dewey’s inquiry is liberative, not prescriptive. Consistent with this aim, [Dewey] regards a judgment of value to be a hypothesis specifying the conditions of consummatory experience in a given situation. Such a hypothesis is completely experimental; and it is its function in a problematic situation that renders it a judgment of value.
  

Notice that this makes Dewey's view more ‘scientific’ than, say, Bentham, who wanted to reduce morality to a formula. Bentham's view is less like science and more like math—a formula settles it. On Dewey's view, one might say that we have values, and we judge values. Having values is not an intellectual or even a cognitive process, but making moral decisions is. All of us have values. The moral quality of our experience, when it is had, is just there. It is ‘enjoyed.’  This is where we start, but we do not end there.  Like the scientist, we must begin with an assessment of the facts of the situation. We assess those facts in light of the values that we see as relevant. We attempt to discover the conditions under which these values occur so that we can better deal with them, perhaps prolong them, make them better. This process deepens the meaning of our experience. The value judgment, then, is an hypothesis, one that we hope proves to be consummatory. Did you follow duty, virtue, or ends‑in‑view? That isn't what determines whether you did the ‘right’ thing. The ‘right’ thing is that which reconstructs a situation from being morally problematic to being consummatory, i.e., one in which the interaction of the precarious and the stable results in satisfaction.
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� This isn’t to say that there aren’t strict deontologists out there. There are many who read Kant that way, mistakenly so, I think. Divine command theory represents a paradigm case.





� See, for example, Jennifer Welchman, Dewey’s Ethical Thought (New York: Cornell University Press, 1997), 189; Richard Rorty, ‘Pragmatism as Anti-authoritarianism’, in A Companion to Pragmatism, edited by John Shook and Joseph Margolis (Maldan, MA: Blackwell, 2006), 258. This is two examples from among many.


� Some might think it odd to say that Dewey is a moral realist in any traditional sense, with all of their talk about things such as moral truth, moral knowledge, moral objectivity, cognitivism, etc. Dewey does not use this sort of language, so calling him a realist might seem odd. However, I contend that Dewey’s ‘realism’ is the only sort of realism that makes any sense. It is real in that the resolution of a morally problematic situation is an objective occurrence in the world. The categories that generally concern the traditional realists are simply not Deweyan categories.  


� LW 1:13-14


� LW 5:279-288


� MW 14:194


� LW 5:280


� LW 7:286


� LW 7:209


� Rules, when taken as absolute, can be tyrannical and inimical to progress. I am particularly fond of Whitehead’s quip on this subject: ‘The defense of morals is the battle cry which best rallies stupidity against change.’ Alfred North Whitehead, Adventures of Ideas (New York: Free Press, 1967), 268.


� LW 7:221


� LW 7:223


� LW 7:223


� LW 7:253


� LW 7:253


� LW 7:254


� LW 7:254


� LW 7:255


� LW 5:286


� LW 5:287. Dewey cites as an example, here, Prohibition in the United States (1920-1933). In spite of the official banning of the sale of alcoholic beverages, many continued to consume them, spawning an entire underground industry. Today one may cite the numerous instances of politicians routinely backing laws prohibiting the very sorts sexual behavior they routinely practice. 


  


� Jsmes Gouinlock, The Moral Writings of John Dewey, (New York: Prometheus Books, 1994), 122.
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