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Dewey, Nagel, and the Problem of Objectivity
In this paper, I argue that John Dewey’s Experience and Nature and Thomas Nagel’s The View from Nowhere are about the same fundamental and root philosophical problem. Dewey articulates it as a problem between "experience" and "nature," while Nagel articulates it as one between "the subjective standpoint" and "the objective standpoint." Comparing the way Dewey articulates the problem to the way Nagel articulates it helps us to gain a better understanding of Dewey's central arguments in Experience and Nature. Ultimately, I hope to show how Dewey’s approach to the problem affords a more promising solution.
In this paper I discuss the central philosophical problem and position of John Dewey’s Experience and Nature (henceforth, E&N) in relation to the central problem and position of Thomas Nagel’s The View from Nowhere (henceforth, VfN). I think that comparing E&N to VfN helps us gain a valuable perspective on Dewey’s project in that work. It is well known that Justice Holmes made the following remark regarding E&N: “So methought God would have spoken had He been inarticulate but keenly desirous to tell you how it was.”
 This remark is perhaps well known because many sympathize with Holmes’s sentiment. The work is not terribly clear to many, but I think it can become clearer once viewed in the light of Nagel’s VfN. 

The two works concern the same fundamental problem, or so I argue, and the authors of both works conceive this problem as the root of most other central philosophical problems. Dewey articulates this problem as one between “experience” and “nature,” while Nagel articulates it as one between the “subjective” and “objective.” While Dewey and Nagel come to some of the same conclusions regarding this problem, Dewey offers a different analysis of it which leads to what I think is a better solution. Lastly, I will briefly discuss Wilfrid Sellars’ paper “Philosophy and the Scientific Image of Man.” (1962) In that work, Sellars focuses on a “tension” between two dominant philosophical images of human beings: a “manifest image” and a “scientific image.” This tension that Sellars describes is clearly related to the problem I think both Dewey and Nagel identify, shedding further light on that problem. Although Sellars too seems to hone in on the same basic philosophical problem, I use his insights mostly as a way of bridging Dewey and Nagel. 
To begin with Nagel, he introduces VfN by saying that it is about a single problem: “how to combine the perspective of a particular person inside the world with an objective view of that same world the person and his viewpoint included.”(1986, 3) The problem is to combine two standpoints: the subjective standpoint and the objective standpoint. Although these standpoints are really separated from each other only by a matter of degree, (5) the subjective standpoint is a personal and human standpoint: one conceives of himself and his world in terms that are not only unique to and dependent upon his own particular perspective but, roughly, a human perspective. The objective standpoint, in contrast, is a view from nowhere; it is a conception oneself and the world that is in terms that are not unique to and dependent upon any particular perspective. In other words, this objective standpoint is a completely detached perspective. 
Nagel notes that there is a strong philosophical and scientific impulse to gain a more objective perspective of oneself and one’s world. But with each advance towards this objective standpoint, essential features of the more subjective standpoint seem to fall out of the picture; that is, certain phenomena that are essentially tied to the more subjective standpoint disappear from view. These phenomena are not mere personal preferences and biases; they are phenomena characteristic of any personal and human point of view. The most prominent among these are: conscious experience, freedom of action, personal identity, personal responsibility, value, morality, thought, purpose and meaning. The reason that these phenomena tend to fall out of view with each advance towards an objective standpoint is that the conception of objectivity to which we seem to be led, Nagel writes, is a physicalist conception. Objective reality is understood in terms of the basic objects of biology and chemistry which are in turn conceived as complex systems or arrangements of the objects of modern physics. We are drawn to see these physical objects as what fundamentally, and objectively, constitutes us and our world. But then question arises what to do with or how to regard the phenomena which occupied our more subjective or human standpoint.  
As Nagel explains, there is a temptation either to understand these phenomena in terms of the more basic physical objects, such is in the case of type identity-physicalism with respect to the mental, or a temptation to eliminate them in favor of the more basic physical objects, such as in the case of eliminativism with respect to the mental and hard determinism with respect to autonomy. For instance, there seems to be little place for personal identity and personal responsibility in a world in which “persons” are no longer basic units and among the basic things which act. Thus, persons and their activity need to be either identified with something physical or eliminated from view. 
However, no matter how objective a picture we achieve, the fact remains that we occupy a particular viewpoint, and, as Nagel writes, “a great deal is essentially connected to a particular point of view, or type of point of view, and the attempt to give a complete account of the world in objective terms detached from these perspectives inevitably leads to false reductions or to outright denial that certain patently real phenomena exist at all.” (7) Because we occupy particular viewpoints, the phenomena essentially connected to our viewpoints will resist reduction to something other what it really is from our viewpoints, and they will resist elimination simply because they are essentially connected to our viewpoints. For example, Nagel famously identifies consciousness as the “what it’s like” to undergo a certain experience or to be a certain creature. (1974, 436) There will always be, for anything that can be said to have a point of view, something that it’s like for it to have that point of view. So long as we are said to have particular points of view at all, consciousness will be an inevitable feature of what there is.
Thus, there is a tension between the subjective and objective standpoints that “pervades human life, but it is particularly prominent in the generation of philosophical problems.” (6) The problem of consciousness, of knowledge, of free will, of the objectivity of values and morality are all generated by this underlying tension between these two mutually essential standpoints. While Nagel argues that they can be integrated to a certain extent, there are “ways in which the two standpoints cannot be satisfactorily integrated, and in these [he] believe[s] the correct course is not to assign victory to either standpoint but to hold the opposition clearly in one’s mind without suppressing either element.” (6) 
Thus, a point that Nagel has in common with Dewey is that Nagel is a realist about the objects that are intrinsic to the subjective standpoint; that is, he does not identify reality with objective reality. In fact, Nagel thinks it is impossible that there could be such an identification: “[…]it is easy to assume that [objective reality] is all there really is. But the very idea of objective reality guarantees that such a picture will not comprehend everything; we ourselves are the first obstacle to such an ambition.” (13) Further, he says that the theories which make this identification are “motivated by an epistemological account of reality—that only what can be understood in a certain way exists.” (15) That philosophical theories tend to identify reality with objective reality because they see the objective mode of understanding to be superior, strongly resembles a point which Dewey repeatedly makes, and which I’ll discuss shortly.  

While Nagel regards subjective phenomena to be real, he is pessimistic about the extent to which the subjective and objective standpoints can be integrated to resolve all the problems which stem from the tension between them. We can, for instance, conceive of subjectivity in general, and in having a general conception of subjectivity we also achieve an objective conception. That is, we can regard the multiplicity of standpoints as a feature of the objective world. Nevertheless, there will always be one particular subjectivity, namely me, which we will be unable to integrate with the objective standpoint. Moreover, Nagel thinks that we left a kind of dualism between the mental and the physical, and that the problem of personal responsibility and autonomy are irresolvable. 

Nagel’s subjective and objective standpoints are very similar to what Wilfrid Sellars calls the manifest and scientific images respectively. (1962, 373) According to Sellars, the basic objects of the manifest image are persons, personal characteristics, and the range of personal activity (intentions, feelings, thoughts, etc.), while the basic objects of the scientific image are the imperceptible objects of theoretical physics.  The manifest image is a refinement of what he calls the “original image,” in which all things exhibit personal characteristics and activities. But, according to Sellars, natural objects become “depersonalized” in the manifest image by being seen as only capable of acting through habit or impulse (as opposed to deliberately), and in the scientific image, persons too become depersonalized. Similar to Nagel, Sellars sees a strong and intractable tension between these two images: “The manifest image dominates and dislocates the scientific image.” (376) And while the scientific image emerges out of the categories of the manifest image, they make conflicting claims about the world, and especially about human beings. 

Sellars thinks that the solution to this tension is that when it comes to questions concerning “what is the case,” the scientific image is primary. But the manifest image can still be “joined” with the scientific image by keeping the scientific questions embedded in a linguistic practice involving “community and individual intentions,” so that we can keep the world as revealed by our scientific theories relevant to our everyday and broader human purposes. (408) While Dewey, as I will discuss, would agree with Sellars that scientific objects are relevant to our manifest experience, he thinks that manifest objects are also a part of “what there is.” Nagel would agree. But while a kind of dualism is Nagel’s solution, it is not Dewey’s.

The primary aim of Dewey’s work is to reconcile “experience” with “nature,” where there is a clear and strong resemblance between “experience,” “the manifest image,” and “the subjective standpoint” on one side, and “nature,” “the scientific image,” and “the objective standpoint” on the other. While I do not think that any of these distinctions line up precisely, they are close enough so that it is clear these philosophers are wrestling with essentially the same problem. Dewey’s solution to the problem matches Nagel’s and Sellars’ solutions in so far as it involves joining the two sides together without eliminating one in favor of the other. But Dewey’s solution achieves a better integration. A significant component of Dewey’s solution, to use the language of Sellars, seems to involve explaining the objects of the scientific image in terms that are primarily relevant to the manifest image, and even to the original image, although the method by which Dewey proceeds, he claims, is not ultimately different from the method by which scientific knowledge is achieved. But relating it to Nagel’s terms, Dewey is cautious not to speak of manifest objects as belonging to a “subjective” standpoint. Yet, he explains why manifest objects tend to be understood as merely subjective. And because he proceeds by a method that he thinks is scientific and empirical, the picture Dewey draws achieves a type of objectivity. I proceed to explain what I mean.

In the first chapter of E&N, Dewey explains the classical division his work attempts to reconcile: 

Experience, they say, is important for those beings who have it, but is too causal and sporadic in its occurrence to carry with it any implications regarding the nature of Nature. Nature, on the other hand, is said to be complete apart from experience. Indeed, according to some thinkers the case is even in worse plight: Experience to them is not only something extraneous which is occasionally superimposed upon Nature, but it forms a veil or screen which shuts us off from nature[.]”(1925, 10)

It is important to emphasize that what Dewey means by “experience” is not merely sensory experience. It is lived experience, or what he calls “primary experience,” which includes moral, aesthetic, personal, and practical objects: what the other two philosophers consider the objects of the manifest image and of the subjective standpoint respectively. Dewey believes that not only do the objects of primary experience objectively exist, they do not necessarily comprise a picture of human beings that is in tension with the picture of human beings drawn from the natural sciences. This is not only because the picture of human beings drawn from the sciences is not a complete picture, but that the conclusions of the sciences are essentially involved in our primary experience. And this, Dewey thinks, can be revealed by a method that is very much like the one the sciences employ. Dewey calls it the “empirical method.” (11)


Thus, according to Dewey, the tension between experience and nature is not something created by scientific advancement, which is something Sellars and Nagel claim. In fact, Dewey thinks that the natural sciences are prime examples of how experience and nature are not in conflict. He writes: “In the natural sciences there is union of experience and nature which is not greeted as a monstrosity; on the contrary, the inquirer must use [the] empirical method if his findings are to be treated as genuinely scientific.” (11)  This “empirical method” of inquiry enables a union between experience and nature in the natural sciences. Hence, to achieve the same union in philosophy, Dewey thinks we should employ the same method. 

While Dewey does not succinctly define what he calls the empirical method, it begins from problems that are experienced, problems for primary experience, and draws the material by which to solve these problems both from primary experience and from what he calls reflective experience, which is the view of ourselves and our world that we gain after reflective inquiry. When applied to philosophy, the method requires that we describe objects at all levels of experience; but it also requires that the results of reflection treat the problems set by our primary experience and enriches the meaning of the objects of primary experience. Everything discovered through empirical reflection and inquiry must bear some meaningful relation to what is experienced at a more primary, human level. He explains:

That the subject-matter of primary experience sets the problems and furnishes the first data of the reflection which constructs the secondary objects is evident; it is also obvious that test and verification of the latter is secured only by return to things of crude or macroscopic experience[.] (16)

The objects of reflective inquiry and knowledge are verified, or rationally acceptable, only if they expand the significance of primary experience by embedding that experience in a larger system of relations. As Dewey sees it, inquiry involves an ever-expanding interrelated system of objects, and at the center of this system are the objects of primary experience. Thus, “[t]he charge that is brought against the non-empirical method of philosophizing is not that it depends upon theorizing, but that it fails to use refined, secondary products as a path pointing and leading back to something in primary experience.” (16-17)


The chief way in which Dewey thinks that philosophers fail to employ this empirical method is by committing what he calls the “fallacy of selective emphasis.” This involves taking the objects discovered through reflective inquiry to be complete from and independent of the objects of primary experience. And it is only after committing this fallacy that there appears to be an intractable tension between experience and nature. He writes: “When intellectual experience is taken to be primary, the cord that binds experience and nature is cut.” (29) He also writes: 

The favoring of cognitive objects and their characteristics at the expense of traits that excite desire, command action and produce passion, is a special instance of a principle of selective emphasis which introduces partiality into philosophy. (31) 

What really engenders the fundamental problems of Nagel and Sellars is when the objects of objective knowledge are taken to constitute reality exclusively. Scientific objects are considered to exhaust “what there is.” Thus, the cruder objects of primary experience are not explained, but explained away: a point that Nagel made as well. 

But the crucial question that Dewey must answer is how reflective, scientific knowledge can expand the significance of primary experience rather competing with it or explaining it away. How is what the sciences say human beings are reconciled with what we take ourselves to be on an everyday, lived basis? The first step, according to Dewey, is to recognize that primary experience is what demands inquiry and reflection. The second step is to notice that inquiry and reflection always sets out and ends in at least some of the same basic objects and categories that comprise our primary experience. 
The third step is to realize that the conclusions at which we arrive after inquiry and reflection are conclusions precisely in the sense that they are conclusions to the demands of primary experience. This is perhaps the most difficult step to understand. Dewey agrees that the sciences reveal the conditions under which primary or manifest phenomena occur at all, and he also acknowledges that the objects discovered through scientific inquiry afford us a more certain and predictable picture of our world. But their predictability, stability and certainty are exactly how the objects of science connect to our primary experience. Our primary experience demands objects that are predictable and stable, and, consequently, such objects are always what inquiries result in.  
This point of course relates to Dewey’s so-called “Instrumentalist” view of knowledge. While the objects of scientific knowledge have an independent existence just as those of primary experience, the chief relation they bear to primary experience is that they satisfy the needs experienced at the primary level. It is not simply that they explain the objects of primary experience. To suppose that scientific objects only explain manifest objects, and that explanation is the only real relation scientific objects have to manifest or primary objects, is to be guilty of the same error of assigning reality only to objects of scientific knowledge. But from the standpoint of primary experience, there are many other relations (other than explanatory relations) that scientific objects have to primary experience, such as moral, aesthetic and, especially, practical relations. And it is important to emphasize that these other relations are understood to be real relations between scientific objects and manifest objects. Regarding the objects of scientific knowledge in this way prevents the gap between them and our primary experience. 

Dewey recognizes that this fallacy of selective emphasis is easy to commit: “It is natural to men to take that which is of chief value to them at the time as the real.” (31) Also, “[t]he natural and original bias of man is all toward the objective; whatever is experienced is taken to be there independent of the attitude and act of the self.” (22) In Nagel’s terms, this is what motivates the epistemological account of reality. But rather than this bias being a point against Dewey's position, “[t]his bias toward treating objects selected because of their value in some special context as the “real,” in a superior and invidious sense, testifies to an empirical fact of importance.” (33) The advances we make towards a more objective picture of reality are simply advances towards satisfying certain demands at the primary or manifest level. The added control and direction that scientific objects afford our primary experience is precisely what makes those objects objective. 
The objection is raised that the value which objective reality has for us is not itself a feature of objective reality. Dewey would simply disagree, and he would disagree at the level of what it means for something to be objective. What makes the phenomena described by science objective is that they terminate in certain experienced qualities. Ultimately, Dewey does not think that there is a subjective picture and an objective picture, or a manifest image and a scientific image. There is only one ever-expanding picture or image, and tensions within this picture only arise once a certain selective attitude is taken towards one part of this picture over the other.  
The fact that many of the objects of primary experience, of the manifest image, are contingent upon certain processes that are described at the detached, scientific level, does not entail that this detached standpoint is a complete picture of what there is. Both Dewey and Nagel make this point. But Nagel does not recognize as well as Dewey that the attempt to completely detach from the human standpoint is an exaggerated form of the same process that is essential to the human standpoint, which is the attempt to control and increase the value of human experience. The tendency to withdraw from a human standpoint, from manifest objects, in favor of a physical conception of reality and of human beings is itself a feature of the manifest image or of primary experience. The depersonalization of persons which Sellars describes is itself an activity of persons. This is how I think Dewey reconciles the objective standpoint with the subjective standpoint, or the manifest image with the scientific image. The objective standpoint is an essential feature of the human standpoint. And the tension which arises is the result of over emphasizing the value of objectivity. That we escape, even if only through abstraction, the manifest image or the human standpoint is an illusion created by an overemphasis of certain features of experienced nature. 
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