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Psychology as a moral science:
aspects of John Dewey’s

psychology
SVEND BRINKMANN

ABSTRACT

The article presents an interpretation of certain aspects of John Dewey’s
psychological works. The interpretation aims to show that Dewey’s
framework speaks directly to certain problems that the discipline of
psychology faces today. In particular the reflexive problem, the fact that
psychology as an array of discursive practices has served to constitute
forms of human subjectivity in Western cultures. Psychology has
served to produce or transform its subject-matter. It is shown first that
Dewey was aware of the reflexive problem, and found that it needed to
be addressed. Next, three concepts of Dewey’s psychology are drawn
in: subjectivity, habit and morality. Dewey is interpreted as articulating
what we today would call a practice-orientated approach to psychol-
ogy, in which moral and practical reasoning is seen as a dimension of
all knowledge and action. Subjectivity is understood as a function
emerging with complex interaction. Finally, a Deweyan approach to
how psychology and other social sciences can cope with, and make
positive use of, the reflexive problem, is outlined. By acknowledging
their existence in the world they study, i.e. by becoming moral sciences
that realize their moral and political implications, the social sciences can
become problem-solving instruments that serve to help create a demo-
cratic public, a community as an actual social idea. It is pointed out that
Dewey had an attractive view both of psychology – the subject-matter
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– and of Psychology – the discipline and its practices – and ventured on
the rare attempt at explicating how they are connected in what he called
Great Societies, what we today would call post- or late-modernity, and
how Psychology can help to constitute Great Communities in which
human beings might flourish.

Key words democracy, Dewey, moral science, psychology,
reflexivity

INTRODUCTION

In most academic circles and in most applied fields, John Dewey (1859–1952)
is known either as an educationalist famous for his learning-by-doing dictum,
or as a pragmatist philosopher belonging to the camp of such figures as James
and Peirce. Richard Rorty’s influential neo-pragmatism has done much to
promote Dewey’s philosophy in recent years. In his widely read Philosophy
and the Mirror of Nature (1980), Rorty claims that Dewey, along with
Heidegger and Wittgenstein, is the most important philosopher of the 20th
century, and one who can help us refute the false epistemological tradition in
philosophy (and later in psychology) from Descartes onwards. Not all com-
mentators endorse Rorty’s reading of Dewey, however, because it seems to
invite relativism and an aloofness from Dewey’s otherwise Darwinian legacy.1
Dewey was as much a philosopher of nature in the classic sense as he was a
postmodern playful hero pace Rorty. Dewey the naturalist saw human beings
and societies as much as part of natural processes as he saw them as belong-
ing to ‘cultures’ or ‘discourses’.

Dewey’s psychology, in contrast to his philosophical and educational ideas,
has rarely been systematically taken up in spite of Rorty’s and others’
rehabilitation of his philosophical framework. This is a shame, because, as I
shall argue in what follows, Dewey’s psychological framework appears to
speak directly to central problems that the discipline of psychology faces
today. Let me sketch the most important of these problems. In recent work
in the history and philosophy of psychology, various commentators have
pointed out that psychology is faced with a reflexive problem. In the words
of Graham Richards, psychology ‘is produced by, produces, and is an
instance of its own subject-matter’ (Richards, 1996: 5). The psychological
discipline has worked, and currently works, reflexively, by constituting
forms of subjectivity through specific discourses and social technologies in
societal practices. This line of analysis is familiar to readers of the works of
Nikolas Rose, for example (e.g. Rose, 1996, 1999), which are significantly
informed by Foucauldian power analytics. Kurt Danziger’s analyses of how
the psychological subject and other psychological categories were created
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historically (e.g. Danziger, 1990, 1997) is another source that directs our
attention to the reflexive problem in psychology. Danziger suggests that the
academic psychological experiment created its own subject – a laboratory
subject undergoing tests – which has since been exported to all sorts of other
fields from work to education. Richards (2002) has suggested that we need to
separate psychology with a lower case ‘p’ – the subject-matter – and
Psychology with a capital ‘P’ – the discipline – and that we should be aware
of how Psychology in fact has been involved in the production of psychol-
ogy. This is no innocent business, according to Rose, Richards or Danziger,
because the way psychology is produced, i.e. the way human subjectivity is
constituted, is invested in power relations, oppressive capitalist ideology and
the dark hand of the bureaucratic nation-state. Psychology is extremely
heterogeneous and without agreed-upon unifying assumptions, and conse-
quently there is no one simple way in which it affects its subject-matter. Still,
the 20th century can be said to have been a psychological age, where
‘everyone learned to be a psychologist . . . able and willing to describe life in
psychological terms’ as Roger Smith (1997: 577) argues in his voluminous
book on the history of the human sciences. So even without a unifying
paradigm, or perhaps as a result of this, Psychology has managed to influence
how we think about ourselves.

My personal impression is that even though there is much to admire in the
critical analyses of Rose, Richards and Danziger, I am left almost paralysed
after reading them. What psychologists have called empowerment and
emancipation instead emerges as sophisticated oppression connected to
power and consumer economy in capitalist societies, both in the workplace
(Rose, 1999), in educational practices (Kvale, 2004), and in therapy
(Cushman, 1995). How can psychologists proceed after becoming aware of
how their discipline, Psychology, is inevitably connected to historical forms
of oppression and constitution of subjectivity? If the soul or the psyche is the
prison of the body, and if current forms of power subject (i.e. subdue, 
subjugate) through processes of subjectification as Foucault saw it, namely
by constituting human subjectivity, and if psychology is the subject-science
par excellence, then should we give up doing Psychology in order to set
people free? I have found Dewey’s works on Psychology and psychology to
represent a possible way out of this paralysing, gloomy morass of Psychology/
psychology, power and oppression.

In the following I shall present an interpretation of Dewey’s psychology.
Not, however, a complete interpretation of his entire psychological frame-
work, because that would clearly exceed the space available here. I focus
instead on some specific aspects that I find particularly pertinent to current
discussions in psychology and meta-psychology. I hope to demonstrate in the
first section, ‘Psychological Theories’, that Dewey was aware of the reflexive
problem in psychology, and that he believed that psychologists needed to
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take it into account in their work in order to produce valid knowledge. Then,
in the longest section, on ‘Subjectivity and Practical Life’, I discuss Dewey’s
understanding of subjectivity, which he viewed, not as something given, but
as a function emerging with complex social interaction. I try to explicate
Dewey’s analyses of subjectivity, habit and morality, respectively, although
I should mention that ‘subjectivity’ was not a central concept for Dewey. I
bring it forth, however, to demonstrate how his framework is useful in con-
temporary discussions of this concept.2 Finally, in ‘Psychology as Societal
Practice’, I end by discussing how Dewey not only acknowledged the reflex-
ive problem, but also devised a positive way in which the social sciences could
cope with it, by becoming moral sciences, i.e. practical sciences that admit
their own existence in the world they study, instead of trying to be detached
from it. Moral sciences cannot be value-neutral, and should not be value-
neutral, because values are real dynamic properties of the natural world in
which we live. Furthermore, moral sciences acknowledge that humans are
such creatures that reason and act morally and practically, and this feature
should not be reduced away by recourse to underlying factors such as genes
or social structures. In short, I will try to show that Dewey had an attractive
view both of psychology – the subject-matter – and of Psychology – the disci-
pline, and ventured on the rare attempt at explicating how they are connected
in what he called Great Societies, what we today would call post- or late-
modernity, and how Psychology can help constitute Great Communities in
which human beings might flourish (Dewey, 1927).

Some words of caution are needed before proceeding to the interpretation
of Dewey’s psychology. The fact that the following is an interpretation must
be stressed, and therefore it is one version of Dewey that I have put together
and have found to be useful. There are indeed other versions of Dewey, which
might be useful for other purposes. I invite any Dewey scholar, or other inter-
ested readers, to help us better understand Dewey’s psychological works, and
their relevance for us today. Furthermore, there are some omissions in this
article. One is historical; I do not try to situate Dewey historically and I do
not trace his connections with James, Peirce, Mead or any other inside or
outside the pragmatist camp. Another omission concerns the fact that I
hardly compare Dewey’s approach with neighbouring approaches such as
hermeneutics, activity theory or critical psychology. That must be a task of
the future. Interested readers could begin with Garrison (2001), who provides
an interesting discussion of Dewey and activity theory, or with Polking-
horne’s (2000) comparative study of Dewey and Gadamer. The omissions are
forgivable, I hope, since the purpose of this article is to clarify how Dewey’s
psychological approach speaks directly to central problems in contemporary
psychology, primarily the reflexive problem.
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PSYCHOLOGICAL THEORIES

In 1899 John Dewey was president of the American Psychological Association
and in his Presidential Address, published at the brink of the 20th century
(Dewey, 1900), Dewey talked about the relation between Psychology and
social practices at large. He states the pragmatic thesis that psychological
theories must remain ‘working hypotheses’ (ibid.: 120). This is so first and
foremost because the psychological reality that theories are concerned with
is neither eternal nor immutable. It varies with societies and cultures, prac-
tices and contexts. As he spelled out in the Presidential Address and in many
later texts, this means that generalization of psychological knowledge must
proceed extremely carefully: ‘When context is taken into account, it is seen
that every generalization occurs under limiting conditions set by the contex-
tual situation’ (Dewey, 1931: 209). When one ignores the contextual nature
of psychological knowledge, it is often because one has a wrong conception
of theory, knowledge and validity, namely a ‘copy’ theory of knowledge and
a related correspondence theory of truth. With this conception one looks for
knowledge and theories that will correctly copy or mirror reality across all
contexts. But this is simply not what knowledge is. As Rodney Nelson (1995:
32) has put it, according to Dewey’s concept of pragmatic validity, ‘know-
ledge is created or manufactured in specific social and intellectual contexts as
a means of resolving specific problems rather than being an abstract quest for
fundamental certitudes about the external world’.

Secondly, not only does psychological reality vary with contexts, and not
only is all psychological knowledge therefore contextual, which are both
rather familiar points today, but also the very attempt at gaining knowledge
of psychological reality can alter this reality itself.3 This is Dewey’s version
of the reflexive problem. If there are such things as psychological laws of
human social life, they cannot be like the laws of nature discovered by
physics, Dewey claimed. Rather, they must be ‘working hypotheses’ (Dewey,
1900) or like ‘laws of engineering’ (Dewey, 1927: 197), for, according to
Dewey:

. . . it is . . . absurd to suppose that an adequate psychological science
would flower in a control of human activities similar to the control
which physical science has procured of physical energies. For increased
knowledge of human nature would directly and in unpredictable ways
modify the workings of human nature, and lead to the need of new
methods of regulatio, and so without end. (Dewey, 1927: 197)

Objectivity in Psychology and other social sciences cannot mean mirroring
an independent psychological reality as closely as possible, for when the
Psychological knowledge produced through reflexive processes becomes
inscribed in practices and in people’s habits, in their ways of acting and
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talking, in other words in their self-understandings, human nature itself
changes. Dewey was formulating this in 1927 when psychoanalysis was
beginning to make an impact on how people understood themselves, and
behaviourism promised to be the physics of psychology, spelling out the
allegedly universal laws of human learning and behaviour.4 If we apply
Psychological theories, such as behaviouristic learning theory, to practical
settings, then, Dewey claimed, we transform the subject-matter of Psychol-
ogy in a way that makes Psychology resemble a self-fulfilling prophecy. We
‘modify social phenomena, while this modification would in its turn affect
human nature’ (Dewey, 1927: 199). In contemporary terms, Psychology is
involved in the production of forms of human subjectivity, what Dewey here
calls ‘human nature’. For this reason, our theories and our beliefs about social
reality should be experimental, not absolutistic (ibid.: 202). This is so because
Psychological theories have the power to change the reality they are concerned
with, and an absolutistic idea of human nature threatens to stifle human
action, which is necessarily performed in local contexts. Only ‘experimental’
theories can acknowledge this, Dewey claimed, and only ‘experimental’
theories can therefore help us act and solve practical problems.

What does this mean for the way psychologists should go about doing their
business? What does it mean for the practice of theorizing? For one thing, it
means that psychologists should consider the values their theories will or will
not realize should they be inscribed in human practices. Psychological
theories are tested in practice by seeing how the world changes in response
to them. We test theories in practice, and we further judge practices and
institutions ‘by the contribution which they make to the value of human life’
(Dewey, 1900: 121). So here, already, we see that Psychology is viewed as a
moral science by Dewey, i.e. as a science that should contribute to the value
of human life. A Psychological theory is not valid when it correctly rep-
resents an independent object or process, but when it succeeds in solving
practical problems that people are faced with. Deweyan pragmatic validity is
‘problem-solving effectiveness’ (Nelson, 1995: 33). But problem-solving
should not be thought of purely instrumentally, because problem-solving
itself is related to the realization of human values and the creation of moral
practices. Psychological theories can therefore be said to be valid when they
enrich human practices and are conducive to human flourishing (Brinkmann,
2003). Of course, here we need to say much more about what counts as
human flourishing, and this Dewey did indeed do, and I return to this later.

Further, what does this mean for the idea of objectivity? How can Psycho-
logical theories be objective if they change the world they are concerned
with? In another context, Dewey stated: ‘Object is . . . that which objects,
that to which frustration is due’ (Dewey, 1925: 239). Dewey is making this
point in criticizing the distinction between subjectivism and objectivism, and
Bruno Latour (2000) has recently taken up the idea, inspired by Dewey, that
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being objective can mean allowing the object to object. Latour finds, as did
Dewey, that in Psychology and other social sciences, ‘[n]othing is more diffi-
cult than to find a way to render objects able to object to the utterances that
we make about them’ (ibid.: 115). The objects of Psychological research –
human beings – are incredibly complacent, Latour says, ‘behaving all too
easily as if they had been mastered by the scientist’s aims and goals’ (Latour,
1997: xv). Non-humans, on their side, and here is included all natural pro-
cesses, have an innate resistance to be taken up by science, which makes
objectivity easier to achieve in the natural sciences than in the social sciences.
What Psychology and other social sciences should do, then, is not to look for
cases where the human subjects are under optimal control, unable to influ-
ence the results of the research, or where the subjects are unaware of the real
purpose of the investigation and ‘play the role of an idiotic object perfectly
well’ (Latour, 2000: 116) as in most Psychological experiments. Rather, the
objects of study should be allowed to be ‘interested, active, disobedient, fully
involved in what is said about themselves by others’ (ibid.). Latour approv-
ingly cites feminist research as objective social research that has allowed the
objects to object.5 An investigative rule of thumb, inspired by Dewey (1925:
239), could be that if there is no frustration in one’s investigations, i.e. if the
object does not come into account as ‘that to which frustration is due’ (ibid.),
then one fails to be objective. We might note that most Psychological research
proceeds all too smoothly without ever allowing the objects to object or frus-
trate the investigation. Dewey would not necessarily want psychologists to
give up laboratory experimentation, and he did help found a ‘Laboratory
school’ to conduct experiments in education, but he would want them to
understand the contextual features of experimental situations.

There is a further very important role for Psychology and other social
sciences, which Dewey takes up in The Public and Its Problems (1927), and
that is to foster democratic participation in social and political institutions
(Nelson, 1995) and to furnish knowledge as a precondition for public judge-
ment. The social sciences have a role to play in creating a public, or a Great
Community, by helping the public discover and identify itself. The task of
Psychology and social science in general should not be ‘to define the
unknown structure of our actions (as if the social scientists knew more than
the actor) but . . . re-presenting the social to itself’ (Latour, 2000: 120; original
emphases). The good social sciences, in Latour’s and Dewey’s view, can
‘modify the representation the public has of itself fast enough so that we can
be sure that the greatest number of objections have been made to this
representation’ (ibid.; original emphases). I will leave this matter now and
return to the role of Psychology as societal practice in the final sections of
this article.

Now for a brief summary of Dewey’s views on psychological theory, or
Psychology with a capital ‘P’. Dewey was aware of the reflexive problem in
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Psychology, and understood how Psychological knowledge often serves to
transform its subject-matter – human nature or human subjectivity. There-
fore he held a view of Psychological theories, not as absolute laws of nature,
but as experimental working hypotheses that are validated, not by perfectly
mirroring an independent reality, but by solving practical problems in ways
that help realize human values and enable us to live good lives in our com-
munities. What psychologists do in research and practice is valid if it
improves the world and conduces to human flourishing. Objectivity is not
achieved by controlling the objects as much as possible, but instead by
allowing them to object to what is said of and done to them, which is an
interpretation of objectivity that has later been endorsed by Latour. In the
next section I go deeper into Dewey’s psychology with a lower-case ‘p’.

SUBJECTIVITY AND PRACTICAL LIFE

Subjectivity

In Experience and Nature, Dewey boldly states his view of the subject:
‘Personality, selfhood, subjectivity are eventual functions that emerge with
complexly organised interactions, organic and social’ (Dewey, 1925: 208).
Subjectivity is not something given, a soul or a cogito, outside organic and
social life processes. Rather, subjectivity arises functionally when interaction
becomes complex. Dewey here opposes the entire epistemological tradition
in philosophy and Psychology that views the subject as something ontolog-
ically detached from the world, and he likewise rejects the corresponding
ontological split between inner and outer. Not only does Dewey oppose this
tradition, but he also gives an account of how the idea of the private, inner
realm arose. In the first instance, he says, this was ‘a product of institutional
change, political and ecclesiastic, although, like other beliefs, once it was
established it had political results’ (Dewey, 1927: 50). Again, we have an
example of Dewey’s awareness of the reflexive problem. Our beliefs are
formed as a consequence of social or institutional change and these beliefs
conversely have practical and political consequences. The image of subjec-
tivity as an inner realm with an individual intelligence is further connected to
a false (according to Dewey) liberalist model of democracy that dictates that
universal suffrage is sufficient to ensure a democracy (ibid.: 157). This I return
to later. For now we can note that, for Dewey, as long as Psychology con-
tinues to operate with an idea of subjectivity as ‘a deep interior’ or a private
consciousness, it will continue to promote far too thin a model of democracy,
modelled on the basis of market relations; i.e. relations that are in a sense
exterior to the subject, chosen by the subject, and not constitutive of it. The
idea of isolated and private consciousnesses, couched in scientific terms by
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Psychology, has historically served as legitimization of a specific political
ideology: ‘moral and political individualism could appeal to “scientific”
warrant for its tenets and employ a vocabulary made current by psychology:
– although in fact the psychology appealed to as its scientific foundation was
its own offspring’ (Dewey, 1927: 88f.). This analysis of the political ideology
of individualist Psychologies and their practical consequences is, in my view,
as sophisticated as the later accounts given by such figures as Nikolas Rose,
whom I cited earlier. 

The fact that Dewey saw the idea of the private subjectivity as arising with
institutional change in what we call modernity, underscores his Hegelian
legacy. In modernity, with the rise of what he called Great Societies, large
bureaucratic state structures, characterized by ‘new and relatively imper-
sonal and mechanical modes of combined human behavior’ (Dewey, 1927:
98), new complex forms of social interaction arose that bred new forms of
subjectivity. Dewey gives a surprisingly concrete historical materialist
analysis: ‘[t]he Great Societies [were] created by steam and electricity’. The
understanding of subjectivity as arising from forms of social interaction
owes much to Hegel’s (1821) argument that humans become conscious of
themselves in new ways in modernity with the rise of the state, namely as
subjectivities proper. The idea of private subjectivity, familiar to us from
Descartes, Locke, Kant and most modern mainstream psychology, is viewed
by Dewey as one attempt to frame a concept of the subject in response to
the new heterogeneous forms of complex social practice. When the outer
social world became complex and segmented, when the industrialized world
began to separate work and family life, the private and the public, childhood,
youth and adulthood, then human subjectivity became problematic. The
dualistic-cum-atomistic image of the subject was the response. But a failed
response nonetheless, Dewey argued. Or, to put it in Hegelian terms, a
response that carries with it internal contradictions that will eventually force
us to abandon it. These contradictions are the all-too-familiar dualisms:
mind–body, inner–outer, individual–society, actor–structure, fact–value and
theory–practice.

Hegelian thought in fact permeates Dewey’s whole epistemological and
ontological stance and informs his attempt at overcoming every one of these
dualisms.6 Also Dewey’s view of the subjects’ constitutive role in shaping and
rearranging their environments has a Hegelian flavour. On the most basic
ontological level, Dewey, like Hegel, understood the world as a place of
change and becoming, not as a static Newtonian space inhabited by discrete
objects. The basic ontological entity was not ‘object’ or ‘substance’, but
‘event’. Nature consists of events rather than substances, Dewey argued, and
he went so far as to characterize existence itself as an event: ‘Every existence
is an event’ (Dewey, 1925: 71). While Hegel served as the background to this
‘event-ontology’, Darwin’s evolutionary theory was also important, stating
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that the whole universe continually evolves. Nothing is completely static,
eternal or necessary. According to Dewey, we should also think of individuals
or subjectivities themselves as dynamic processes or activities (Garrison,
2001: 277), as responses to the environment or moments in complex pro-
cesses, and not as isolated actors or private subjectivities. Meaning is also not
conferred on an illusory inner, mental realm, as has been the case at least from
Locke and in most forms of Cognitive Science, but on socially shared action
(Garrison, 1999: 291). Meaning is an objective consequence of transactions
between human nature and some other aspect of nature through which both
are transformed. Meaning and knowledge are closely connected to the actions
of human beings. Dewey famously rejected what he called ‘the spectator
theory of knowledge’, according to which knowledge is a passive occurrence
where an outer world imprints itself on the mind of the subject. Instead,
knowledge is effective action, it is doing. Reason itself does not reside in some
transcendental realm, but springs up within action (Dewey, 1922: 76). Action
is the doing, not of a detached subjectivity, but of an engaged, practical sub-
jectivity, which itself is a function emerging in complex interaction.

HABIT

Dewey’s ‘introduction’ to social psychology from 1922 was called Human
Nature and Conduct (Dewey, 1922). In it he gives an elaborated account of
social and practical life. The core concept in the book is ‘habit’, and it is stated
in the preface that an adequate understanding of habit is the key to social psy-
chology. Perhaps we would not speak of habits today, but of practices. This
interpretation is allowed, I believe, because Dewey makes it clear that habits
‘are functions of the surroundings as truly as of a person’ (ibid.: 14); ‘habits
incorporate an environment within themselves’ (ibid.: 52). There is no onto-
logical split between person and environment, subject and context. There is
just habitual functioning as a unitary life process and ‘what is environment,
situation or context and what is organism, subject, or agent evolve over time’
(Garrison, 2001: 291; original emphases). Moreover, individual habits on the
one hand, and ‘institutions, social custom, collective habit’ on the other, inter-
sect (Dewey, 1922: 58), and it is not the case that we have our individual habits
prior to forming social institutions. Rather, we acquire individual habits by
participating in the institutional practices and social customs in which we
grow up and come to live our lives. This also has consequences for how we
should proceed with Psychological analysis:

If we start with the traditional notion of mind as something complete
in itself, then we may well be perplexed by the problem of how a
common mind, common ways of feeling and believing and purposing,
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comes into existence and then forms these groups. The case is quite
otherwise if we recognize that in any case we must start with grouped
action. . . . The problem of origin and development of the various
groupings, or definite customs . . . is not solved by reference to psychic
causes, elements, forces. It is to be solved by reference to facts of action,
demand for food, for houses, for a mate, for some one to talk to and to
listen to one talk, for control of others. (Dewey, 1922: 61f.)

An understanding of human social life cannot confine itself to individual psy-
chology or to liberalist contract-accounts of the origins of sociality, but must
begin with the Aristotelian and Hegelian insight that humans are first and
foremost political animals who are what they are in virtue of their partici-
pation in larger socio-political structures, which cannot be reduced to indi-
vidual minds.

Habits are furthermore ways of using and incorporating the environment,
they are arts involving ‘skill of sensory and motor organs, cunning or craft,
and objective materials’ (Dewey, 1922: 15). Again the unity of subject and
object, person and environment is stressed: ‘We should laugh at any one who
said that he was master of stone working, but that the art was cooped up
within himself and in no wise dependent upon support from objects and
assistance from tools’ (ibid.). The same goes for all other kinds of habit
besides stone working, from moral to scientific habits. The elementary unit
of analysis should therefore not be subject or object as separate elements, but
simply habit.

The capacity for reflection, our ability to pause and consider alternative
ways of proceeding in our actions, is a derived ability, grounded in the more
basic habitual comportment in the world. Dewey said that we ‘know how by
means of our habits’ (Dewey, 1922: 177; original emphases), and this knowing
how actually underlies, and is even a precondition for, our ‘knowledge of and
about things, knowledge that things are thus and so, knowledge that involves
reflection’ (ibid.: 178; original emphases). It is significant that Dewey wrote
this before Gilbert Ryle’s (1949) celebrated account of knowing how and
knowing that, and even before Heidegger’s (1927) now famous analysis of
how the ready-to-hand (i.e. the pre-theoretical and pre-reflective) is a more
primordial mode of being than the present-at-hand (i.e. the reflective, theor-
etical).

The basic form of knowledge that is grounded in our habitual comport-
ment ‘lives in the muscles, not in consciousness’, according to Dewey7 (1922:
177). Consequently, when all goes smoothly, conscious reflection is not
necessary, and such reflection will perhaps even be an unwelcome disturb-
ance, but when our habits fail or clash, if we are faced with a situation in
which two habitual courses of action seem incompatible, then reflection
arises: ‘reflection, roughly speaking, is the painful effort of disturbed habits
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to readjust themselves’ (ibid.: 76). Reflection does not arise until there is a
breakdown in our habitual functioning (Koschmann, Kuutii and Hickman,
1998), when our habits are disturbed, and this is described as painful. I return
to reflection below in the discussion of morality. It should be obvious by now
that habits are not something external to us. Habits are not ‘passive tools
waiting to be called into action from without’ (Dewey, 1922: 24). There is no
original intentional subjectivity outside or behind the habits, for ‘we are the
habit’ (ibid.), ‘they constitute the self’ (ibid.: 25). There is a unity of the self
and its act. Habits should therefore not be thought of as means or tools that
we can consciously use, for they are constitutive of all reflection, action, sub-
jectivity and knowledge: we know with our habits, not with our ‘conscious-
ness’ (ibid.: 182). Thus,

The reason a baby can know little and an experienced adult know much
when confronting the same things is not because the latter has a ‘mind’
which the former has not, but because one has already formed habits
which the other has still to acquire.8 (Dewey, 1922: 182)

Surely, we can sometimes distinguish between subjectivity, action and know-
ledge, but, for Dewey, this can only be for temporary analytic purposes, for,
in fact, they are all aspects of habits, or practices, as we would say today. And
since habits are social, and conduct is always shared (1922: 17), the self or
subject is ontologically social all the way down. Even experience, which the
tradition from Descartes and the British empiricists have taught us to think
of as private, is nothing subjective in the sense of being private, and Dewey
here cites the Greeks (he is notably thinking of Aristotle) to whom ‘experi-
ence was the outcome of accumulation of practical acts’ (Dewey, 1925: 230)
built up into human skills. ‘Experience was not some person’s [to the Greeks];
it was nature’s, localized in a body as that body happened to exist by nature’
(ibid.: 231). Dewey sought to revive this pre-modern notion of experience
that did not refer to isolated internal mental representations (e.g. Lockean
ideas) but to practical skills and functional relations organized around life-
projects (Polkinghorne, 2000: 460). Such skills and relations are not conceiv-
able as meaningful in themselves, abstracted from lived life, but must be
understood in context, or on the background of our everyday habitual func-
tioning grounded in a ‘know-how’ coping with the world.

For a brief summary we can say that if Psychology – the discipline – would
look to habits as Dewey recommends, instead of inner, mental processes, then
it could ‘fix its attention upon the objective conditions in which habits are
formed and operate’ (Dewey, 1922: 86). Such a Psychology would acknowl-
edge that to ‘change the working character or will of another we have to alter
objective conditions which enter into his habits’ (ibid.: 19). Dewey sounds
like a behaviourist here, and he is certainly not afraid to use the word ‘objec-
tive’, but his insistence on the social character of habits and on the primacy
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of the political group over the individual distances him from most behav-
iourists, and aligns him instead with what we today would call ‘practice-
theorists’9 (see Schatzki, 2001). Dewey’s focus on the relation between
knowledge and purpose, and consequently his view of intentionality as the
mark of minded behaviour, and also his contextualism, contrast with most
forms of behaviourism and their poverty-of-the-stimulus problem. For
Dewey a ‘stimulus’ is never meaningful in itself, but only in an intentional
context that makes it stand out, i.e. on the background of purposeful habits
that largely operate outside our conscious awareness. In his famous 1896
article he used the example of noise:

If one is reading a book, if one is hunting, if one is watching in a dark
place on a lonely night, if one is performing a chemical experiment, in
each case, the noise has a very different physical value; it is a different
experience. In any case, what proceeds the ‘stimulus’ is a whole act, a
sensori-motor coördination. What is more to the point, the ‘stimulus’
emerges out of this coördination. (Dewey, 1896: 361)

In short, Dewey’s focus on habits allows him to reject on the one hand
mentalistic Psychology, which he discloses as serving a false individualistic
ideology, and on the other hand, deterministic and scientistic behaviourism.
Even if, as subjectivities, we are subject to social control, we are not there-
fore socially determined, because individuals always interpret their situations,
and can, through deliberation, respond selectively to their environments (see
Musolf, 2001). Instead of mentalistic or behaviouristic Psychologies, a Psy-
chology based on an analysis of habits, of practices, will enable researchers
to understand the objective conditions that make people act in certain ways,
and it will help people reflect and act whenever habits break down. This will
not make Psychology a purely instrumental science, a science of value-neutral
social engineering. Rather, it will make Psychology a ‘moral science’. It will
make us understand the moral dimensions of Psychological knowledge and
place this knowledge ‘in a human context where it will illuminate and guide
the activities of men’ (Dewey, 1922: 296).

It should be added that, in this framework, all the sciences from physics to
history ‘are a part of disciplined moral knowledge so far as they enable us to
understand the conditions and agencies through which man lives. . . . Moral
science is not something with a separate province’ (Dewey, 1922: 296). In
Dewey’s pragmatic framework, all sciences and all kinds of reason and ration-
ality are species of practical reasoning; the pattern of practical reasoning is
the pattern of all inquiry (Garrison, 1999: 291), because all inquiry is, at
bottom, problem-solving.10 Still, there is something special about Psychol-
ogy, because, as Dewey stated in his Presidential Address to the American
Psychological Association: ‘Psychology must needs be born as soon as
morality becomes reflective’ (Dewey, 1900: 122). When it becomes clear to
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people in the course of history that societal institutions and customs are a
human product, and that subjectivity is a social product, when it becomes
clear that the gods have not dictated right and wrong for all time, then Psy-
chology must enter the scene, because it becomes necessary to inquire into
the moral consequences of arranging and rearranging socio-political insti-
tutions in certain ways. Psychology has a special role to play here as a moral
science. However, there are good reasons to question existing disciplinary
boundaries if one adopts the view of Psychology as a moral science. Today’s
mainstream Psychology would not, I think, satisfy Dewey’s aspirations for a
moral science, but it would need to open up to insights and methods from
other human and social sciences.

MORALITY

Just as Dewey did not separate practical reasoning from other kinds of
reasoning, he also did not try to separate moral judgements from other kinds
of judgement. According to Dewey, there is no special domain of reality
called the moral: ‘Potentially therefore every and any act is within the scope
of morals, being a candidate for possible judgment with respect to its better-
or-worse quality’ (Dewey, 1922: 279); ‘morals has to do with all activity into
which alternative possibilities enter. For wherever they enter a difference
between better and worse arises’ (ibid.: 278). Dewey here opposes mod-
ernity’s obsession with separating the moral from the non-moral, fact from
value. Kant and his modern successors such as Habermas and Kohlberg, have
tried to provide some criterion that will dictate what a moral judgement is.
Kant’s a-priorism claimed that judgements and actions should conform to the
categorical imperative in order to be moral, while Kohlberg restricted the
moral domain to specific principles of right, namely ‘principles of choice for
resolving conflicts of obligation’ (Kohlberg, 1981: 169). Other kinds of prin-
ciples and judgements, such as judgements concerning the good life, were
understood by Kohlberg as being outside the sphere of the moral, belonging
instead to the individuals’ personal preferences. We cannot divide up the
world like this according to Dewey, because in our practical life, fact and
value, the moral and the non-moral, are intertwined in so far as all knowledge
is related to practical consequence. Therefore, there is also no absolute dis-
tinction between moral theory (what ought we to do?) and empirical moral
psychology (what do we do?) (see Johnson, 1993; esp. ch. 5). Such a distinc-
tion rests on a Kantian relegation of moral reasoning to an outer-worldly
transcendental subject, and this distinction is far too abstract to be of any help
when we consider how to act concretely.11 Questioning the distinction
between moral theory and empirical moral psychology does not mean that
all that we de facto do, is morally defensible – far from it – but rather that
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morality is already in the world as an aspect of our acts, habits and practices.
The reluctance to carve out a special domain called the moral makes it diffi-
cult to find a definition of morality or ethics in Dewey’s works. In one place
he says that: ‘morals . . . are concerned with the health, efficiency and happi-
ness of a development of human nature’ (Dewey, 1922: 3), and in another he
defines ethics as the science of conduct in so far as this is considered as
right/wrong or good/bad (Dewey and Tufts, 1910: 1). But such almost empty
definitions are as close as we get.

Besides repudiating the Kantian separation of the moral and the non-
moral, Dewey also opposed the Kantian idea (later found in Habermas,
Kohlberg, Rawls and many utilitarians) that the moral domain can be articu-
lated as principles or rules. In Dewey’s view, moral understanding cannot be
codified, universalized, formalized, or methodologically put into a system of
rules. Moral deliberation does not involve awareness ‘of general rules or
ultimate goals’ (Dewey and Tufts, 1910: 323), but is an active, imaginative
process in which the moral agent is directly confronted with questions about
value. Moral deliberation arises concretely when habits, customs or practices
set up incompatible ends. Sometimes social customs or habits conflict, and
then we have to decide how to act, how to redirect our habits. We have to
decide which values should be realized. What the right course of action is
cannot be stated a priori, for the concrete context must always be taken into
account. Of course, we do sometimes try to formalize morality in our
practical life and state some principles, e.g. ‘one should always return
borrowed items to the owner’, but in a concrete situation where the item is
a weapon, and its owner is out of his mind, this principle does no longer apply
(the example is discussed by Socrates in Plato’s Republic, 1987: 65f.). If prin-
ciples or rules have any legitimacy, it is as rules of thumb, as tools that are
good to think with, but which have no moral authoritative force in them-
selves. Principles and rules must always be applied to concrete contexts, and
it is impossible to give precise rules for such application.

The idea that morality cannot be codified or universalized does not make
morality any less objective in Dewey’s eyes. Primarily, he says, ‘morals are
objective’ (Dewey, 1922: 52), since morality is concerned with a valuable
direction and re-adjustment of our habits or practices, and these are objec-
tive ‘adjustments of the environment, not merely to it’ (ibid.; original
emphases). Values are objective properties of our activities and practices, not
subjective preferences in an inner mental world. Only the separation of
morality from human nature, carried out by the Kantian philosophers, makes
it hard to speak of morality as objective, for such separation ‘ends by driving
morals inwards from the public open out-of-doors air and light of day into
the obscurities and privacies of an inner life’ (ibid.: 8f.). So morality is social
according to Dewey; our moral intelligence, as well as our intelligence in
general, is bound up with the community12 (ibid.: 314). The truly moral
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person, therefore, is one ‘in whom the habit of regarding all capacities and
habits of self from the social standpoint is formed and active’ (Dewey and
Tufts, 1910: 298). The moral person has a communitarian character; she
knows that her own skills, moral and otherwise, are what they are in virtue
of the socio-political community (the Hegelian Sittlichkeit) of which she is a
part. She knows, therefore, that she is provided with a good reason to protect
and nourish those socio-political relationships to which she owes her exist-
ence as a practical reasoner. She knows that what is good for herself person-
ally, her own flourishing, can be realized only because of the shared goods
constituted by the social relationships in which she exists.13 Communities
therefore need to cultivate characters such as are able to regard ‘all capacities
and habits of self from the social standpoint’ (ibid.), and in this regard, edu-
cation is indispensable. I do not have sufficient space, however, to go into the
educational aspects of Dewey’s thinking. Nor will I pursue the line of social
criticism that one could draw from these points concerning contemporary
individualist consumer-driven societies.

‘Character’ refers in Dewey’s works to ‘the interpenetration of habits’
(Dewey, 1922: 38). Our habits do not exist separately, each as an ‘insulated
compartment’ (ibid.), for environments, situations and contexts overlap, and
thus our habits interpenetrate. Character is the interpenetration of habits
viewed in its moral aspects. It is a kind of ‘second nature’ (Hegel, 1821: 35);
a well-formed capacity to understand social life, and to understand the dialec-
tics of subjectivity as a product of societal practices, and how society must
be restructured so as to produce good characters. In order to restructure
society this way, and produce good characters, we must overcome the ideo-
logical prejudice that interiorizes and privatizes values and morals. Further-
more – and Dewey was very clear on this – we must understand that
mainstream individualistic Psychology has played a huge role in perpetuat-
ing a privatization of morality:

A false psychology of an isolated self and a subjective morality shuts
out from morals the thing important to it, acts and habits in their objec-
tive consequences. At the same time it misses the point characteristic of
the personal subjective aspect of morality: the significance of desire and
thought in breaking down old rigidities of habit and preparing the way
for acts that re-create an environment. (Dewey, 1922: 57)

For a brief summary before proceeding to the final section: I have tried
above to explicate certain facets of Dewey’s psychology – i.e. the subject-
matter – by discussing three concepts: subjectivity, habit and morality. Three
important conclusions stand out: (1) subjectivity is a function emerging with
complex interaction (today’s practice theorists would say that subjectivity is
an effect of social practice); (2) habits, which I interpreted as practices, underlie
human social and psychological life and ground our reflective capacities,
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including the capacity for moral reflection; (3) morality is not a special
psychological faculty or domain of reality, but is involved in all aspects of life
that concern ‘better’ or ‘worse’. Morality cannot be codified, since, as with
knowledge in general, it is deeply contextual, but objective nonetheless.
Human communities have an interest in cultivating (educating) moral char-
acters such as are able to consider action from the social standpoint, and indi-
viduals themselves have an interest in being committed to certain social goods
that constitute the possibility for pursuing individual goals. Humans are
political animals, and morality is a social affair.

PSYCHOLOGY AS SOCIETAL PRACTICE

I shall now return to a discussion of Psychology with a capital ‘P’, i.e. the
discipline. Why could it be good for a society to have such a thing as Psy-
chology? First, what is a society? The societies that Dewey was confronted
with, and lived in, were, in his own words, Great Societies (Dewey, 1927).
They were large, bureaucratic state structures incorporating a certain con-
ception of democracy. Following Carr and Hartnett (1996), I refer to their
conception of democracy as the market model of democracy. Dewey called
it ‘political democracy as a system of government’ (Dewey, 1927: 143). This
model rests on two main assumptions according to Dewey: (1) ‘each indi-
vidual is of himself equipped with the intelligence needed, under the opera-
tion of self-interest, to engage in political affairs’, and (2) ‘general suffrage,
frequent elections of officials and majority rule are sufficient to ensure the
responsibility of elected rulers to the desires and interests of the public’
(Dewey, 1927: 157). Dewey adds that the second assumption is logically
bound up with the first and stands or falls with it. The first assumption is, as
we have seen, connected to individualist Psychology, and such Psychology
has served as a scientific warrant for legitimating the market model of democ-
racy, Dewey has argued. In this model, democracy becomes nothing more
than an instrument that is to secure the principle of individual liberty, and
humans are conceived of as private subjectivities that form social relation-
ships in order to satisfy their own needs. We saw above that Dewey con-
sidered both ideas to be wrong. Each human is not just homo economicus; but
also homo politicus.

If humans are considered as political animals, or homines politici, then
democracy must be much more than a bureaucratic system sanctioning indi-
vidual rights. It must be thought of as a form of social life that is constituted
by the value of equality, alongside the value of liberty. Democracy under-
stood as a form of social life (like the Aristotelian polis, or the Hegelian
Sittlichkeit) is not external to human identity but constitutive of it. Humans
considered as political animals can only fulfil themselves by sharing in, and
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being involved in, the common life of their community. Carr and Hartnett
(1996) refer to the alternative model of democracy as moral democracy.
Dewey called it ‘democracy as a social idea’ (Dewey, 1927: 143). Democracy
is here viewed as a moral ideal, not as a value-neutral descriptive concept.
Carr and Hartnett state the social conditions for this kind of democracy to
exist: ‘Democracy can only flourish in a society in which there is a know-
ledgeable and informed citizenry capable of participating in public decision-
making and political debate on equal terms’ (Carr and Hartnett, 1996: 70).
Much of Dewey’s thought on education aimed at creating such a ‘know-
ledgeable and informed citizenry’, or what was called moral characters above.

Dewey was critical of the way society worked in his days. Its model of
democracy resembled the market model more than it did the moral model; it
was thus more a neutral system of government than a social idea. Dewey saw
the danger in this, and in a striking passage he describes how the Great
Societies and their markets direct people’s attention away from political
processes:

The increase in the number, variety and cheapness of amusements rep-
resents a powerful diversion from political concern. The members of
an inchoate public have too many ways of enjoyment, as well as of
work, to give much thought to organization into an effective public.
Man is a consuming and sportive animal as well as a political one.
(Dewey, 1927: 138f.)

Dewey adds that even if these amusements were not invented in order to
divert people’s attention from political interests, this is nonetheless their
practical consequence. So Dewey is critical of what today is often called the
consumer economy, which he links to the Great Societies, their bureaucra-
cies and corresponding market models of democracy. Dewey’s analyses of
society bear the mark of not taking ‘society’ as an unproblematic explanatory
category; as a hidden source of causality that can account for other ‘lower-
level’ forms of social behaviour (Latour, 2000: 113). Society itself is what
should be explained: how do we form ideas about society, what will influ-
ence how we think of society, and what practical consequences do our ideas
about society have for public life? These are the interesting questions from a
Deweyan perspective. Dewey was against any ‘hypostatizing of “society”’
(Dewey, 1927: 70). Society is no fixed entity behind human action and inter-
action; ‘Society not only continues to exist by transmission, by communi-
cation, but it may fairly be said to exist in transmission, in communication’
(Dewey, 1916: 4; original emphases). And further: ‘Men live in a community
in virtue of the things which they have in common; and communication is
the way in which they come to possess things in common’ (ibid.). What is
particularly interesting for psychologists (and other social scientists) is the
fact that Dewey gives these researchers a leading role, not only in addressing
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the questions of society, but also in shaping society in specific ways. But is
there any alternative to the situation Dewey saw, and which we perhaps still
see today, where an individualist Psychology warrants a market model of
democracy?

Yes, there is, according to Dewey, and if there were not, then we would
have to stick to Foucauldian analyses of how the human sciences have
worked to produce governable individuals and of how contemporary Psy-
chology in fact works by governing individuals in accordance with the liber-
alist vision of free, choosing subjects (Rose, 1996, 1999). While these analyses
are in my view informing, they should not make us give up the attempt at
providing Psychological accounts of human subjectivity that do not serve the
liberalist market-ideology. The alternative, in Dewey’s eyes, consists in trans-
forming Great Societies into Great Communities, and Psychology has a very
important role as mediator of such transformation. Great Communities are,
in contrast to Great Societies, democracy seen as a social idea, very much akin
to the Hegelian idea of a Sittlichkeit (Hegel, 1821), which has been variously
translated, but here I follow Taylor (1975: 376) in understanding it as ‘the
moral obligations I have to an ongoing community of which I am a part’.
Great Communities are social forms that do not build on an idea of posses-
sive individualism, but on participants’ understanding that they owe their
existence to each other, which ideally breeds solidarity and responsibility for
shared goods. How do Great Communities come into existence? Dewey does
not suggest a return to classical forms of tightly knit communities such as
Aristotle’s polis. He is well aware that such utopian ideas are unrealistic and
perhaps not even desirable anyway (the polis could in all probability function
as a democracy for Athenian men only by exclusion of women, slaves and
barbarians). Instead he posits the need for a public, which is ‘a collective name
for a multitude of persons’ where everyone is ‘an officer of the public’
(Dewey, 1927: 75). A public is what is needed in large societal structures,
where face-to-face contact between all people is an impossibility, in order to
bring forth a moral democracy.

In order for a public to come into existence, and for Great Societies to
become Great Communities, ‘the ever-expanding and intricately ramifying
consequences of associated activities shall be known in the full sense of that
word’ (Dewey, 1927: 184), and the social sciences should be the societal
instruments that make the public discover and identify itself (ibid.: 185). A
public needs to discover and identify itself if Great Communities and genuine
democracies, i.e. moral democracies, are to come into being. Psychology and
other social sciences should therefore engage in ‘inquiry which alone can
furnish knowledge as a precondition of public judgement’ (ibid.: 180), and,
Dewey adds, such inquiry is necessarily ‘quotidian’ (ibid.), something that
will make the social sciences look more like competent journalism than
natural science. As such, Psychology should inquire into ongoing social
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practice and ask: what values and goods do our practices serve, what are we
aiming at, do our democratic goals correspond to our daily practices? Psy-
chology as a problem-solving activity in a Deweyan vein should commit itself
to ask these value-laden questions, because that is the way to make Psychol-
ogy useful in the hands of human beings. Psychology can never mirror an
external, independent reality because such a reality does not exist in the
human realm (cf. the reflexive problem), rather, it should help us understand
what we are currently doing, and help us evaluate if what we do is really
worth doing. In short, Psychology should be a moral science; it should be
value-rational (cf. Flyvbjerg, 2001) concerned not just with value-neutral
knowledge and techniques, but also with our ends and purposes. It should
realize that it inevitably exists in a societal context and always must operate
‘from within’ this context. What psychologists say has practical conse-
quences, and Dewey would want psychologists’ voices to help foster Great
Communities rather than individualist market democracies.

But why should Psychology today be the obvious site of the kind of moral
science envisioned by Dewey? As quoted above, Dewey argued that ‘Psy-
chology must needs be born as soon as morality becomes reflective’ (Dewey,
1900: 122). So he did apparently think that there is a close connection between
Psychology and morality. We do not know what he would think about con-
temporary Psychology, or about its ability to help foster democracy as an
actual social idea. But given the historical development of Psychology in
Western societies, I think we can reasonably conjecture that this science
would be the main site of moral science, although not the exclusive site, since
all sciences are in a sense part of the moral sciences in Dewey’s eyes. Roger
Smith’s History of the Human Sciences (Smith, 1997: 5) portrays Psychology
as the central human science. Not because it in itself is scientifically more
important than sociology or linguistics, for example, but because it has con-
tributed, probably more than any other science, to the shaping of human self-
understanding in the 20th century. It has created what Smith calls
Psychological Society (ibid.: ch. 16), in which everyone ‘learned to be a
psychologist; everyone became her or his own psychologist, able and willing
to describe life in psychological terms. The twentieth century was a psycho-
logical age, and in this it differed from earlier ages’ (ibid.: 577). This, if true,
gives us a special reason to consider Psychology as the primary, although not
exclusive, locus for moral science. Psychology is more than any other science
already involved in moral and political issues, albeit often quite unreflectively.

What we learn from Dewey is first and foremost that Psychology – the
discipline – must be understood in relation to its political surroundings.
Equally so with psychology – the subject-matter. Humans are political
animals, and Psychology is a political instrument. It is an instrument that has
often served a specific political ideology, according to Dewey’s analysis. Here
he would without doubt agree with Foucault. But the fact that Psychology
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is a political instrument need not make all of Psychology unwanted. The
political nature of Psychology does not mean that all Psychological forms of
knowledge are contrivances of social control, and here Dewey certainly sur-
passes the Foucauldian perspective. Socio-political technologies are indeed
needed in all communities. But what psychologists should do, according to
Dewey, is acknowledge, and make transparent, the political presuppositions
and implications of their practice, both theoretical and applied. This is easy
to say but hard to do; especially for psychologists who have been trained to
view their knowledge as value-neutral descriptions of an independent reality.
But what we have seen with Dewey is the idea that psychological reality is
susceptible to being influenced by psychologists’ activity; both directly (as
when I have to take a psychological test in order to get a desired job) and
indirectly (as when I think of myself and my actions in light of psycho-
analytic concepts, for example).

By acknowledging the moral and political dimensions of Psychology,
Dewey thought that Psychological knowledge could become useful, namely
in serving the creation of democratic communities. In Dewey’s scheme, the
social sciences are very important problem-solving activities in modern
democracies, and without them, societies run the risk of becoming no more
than Great Societies where people are unable to understand the conditions
that form them, and unable to understand the guiding values on which
current forms of social practice are based. Such individuals will tend to see
themselves as isolated atoms in a social void, Dewey thought. They will
perhaps even be unable to acknowledge their non-chosen commitments and
obligations toward their communities.14

CONCLUSION

I have discussed three main themes in this article. First I pointed out that a
reflexive problem exists in Psychology, which means that its subject-matter
– psychology – is influenced by the disciplined attempt to gain knowledge of
it. Dewey, who saw both Psychology and psychology as contextually
situated, was aware of the reflexive problem and thought that it needed to be
taken into account in order to produce valid knowledge. Second I have drawn
out three concepts from Dewey’s approach to psychology: subjectivity, habit
and morality, and I have interpreted his framework as being practice-
orientated. This practice-orientated understanding allowed an interpretation
of Dewey that connected Psychology and psychology. The human being is
primarily an acting subject; not a passive spectator of the world. We know
the world by acting in it, by solving problems. The sciences, Psychology
among them, are problem-solving activities, and, in Dewey’s framework,
this means that they are moral sciences, concerned not with mirroring an
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independent reality but with doing things better. ‘Better’ means morally
better, when it comes to the human sciences, because we are ontologically
social and political animals who owe our personal lives, values and goods to
the communities in which we exist. From this insight spring moral demands,
which I have not explicated much since this is not an essay in moral philos-
ophy (see MacIntyre, 1999, for some thoughts in this regard). Finally, a
positive role of Psychology and other social sciences was spelt out, namely
as mediating forms of social knowledge in complex societies. This would
ideally, in Dewey’s eyes, create a moral democracy; it would help instantiate
democracy as a social idea, and not just as a market democracy in which each
of us understands himself or herself as a societal atom, exclusively concerned
with the realization of private interests.

Some questions should finally be asked about Dewey’s framework. The
first concerns the question of realism. Is it realistic to think that the social
sciences could play such an important role in democratic life? And is it
desirable? As long as the social sciences mainly work with a model of science
taken from 17th-century natural science, it is not only unrealistic, but also –
I believe – dangerous. We need other models of social science that can
incorporate both an understanding of humans as active moral beings and an
understanding of social sciences as interpretive activities that are part of the
societies in which they work. Knowledge in the social sciences is inevitably
value-laden; morally and politically – but objective nonetheless, Dewey
would add. It is hard perhaps to find current examples of such a kind of social
science done well, but I think Bellah and colleagues’ Habits of the Heart
(Bellah et al., 1985), which is a kind of social science as public philosophy,
can serve as an example. This kind of social science situates itself contextu-
ally, speaks to people in a specific culture, and with these people, about their
problems, and relates this to larger social issues. At the same time the book
participates in thematizing pertinent value questions, and, along the way,
participates in creating a public. It also, I should add, lets the objects object,
because so many voices besides the authors’ own are heard in the book. The
book succeeded in making moral and political debate part of public life, and
would thus qualify as an example of good social science in the Deweyan
sense.

By bringing forth this example, I hope I have answered in the affirmative
the second question posed above: the vision of social science as moral science
is desirable. But the view of social science as moral science asks social
researchers to give up the quest for absolute certainty. What was true
yesterday might not be so today. If we face new problems today that we did
not confront yesterday, then what should be done, will be different. Michel
Foucault once remarked that ‘the ethico-political choice we have to make
every day is to determine which is the main danger’ (Foucault, 1984: 343).
Dewey would probably agree with the spirit of Foucault’s remark. Psychology
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and other social sciences should not look for timeless truths, but should be
in the service of human problem-solving, looking for ‘the main danger of the
day’ in a way that hopefully realizes human values and conduces to human
flourishing. Psychology should help us articulate our largely unreflective
habits and customs – practices – that form the value-laden background to our
lives (Polkinghorne, 2000). 

It is inevitable that Psychology and other social sciences participate in pro-
ducing their subject-matter in late-modern societies. For the most part, this
takes place quite unreflectively, but Dewey wanted to make such processes
explicit. The final question to ask concerning Dewey’s framework is about
an alternative. The alternative is not disallowing Psychology and other social
sciences a role in producing human subjectivity. Subjectivity is always con-
stituted somehow, and we could hardly do without Psychological expertise
in such subjectivity-constituting practices as therapy or education today. The
question is how subjectivity can be constituted in a way that makes social
life attractive and ethically viable. This is essentially the Enlightenment’s
question, but in answering it, Dewey parts company with Enlightenment
thinkers. For he does not think, like Kant, that we can state a priori with
mathematical certainty, what the ethically good life looks like. This we can
only talk about concretely. We should be particularistic in these matters.
But it remains to be seen if Psychology as a moral science can contribute here
in enabling moral subjects – moral characters – to come into existence in a
way that avoids oppressive subjectivity-constitution serving individualist
ideologies.

NOTES

1 A recent example is Peter Manicas (2002), who understands Dewey as articulat-
ing a strong form of ecological psychology, which seems far from the Rortian
reading.

2 Roger Smith observes a deep irony for Psychology in the postmodern age. In this
age, ‘people dwelt in thought and desire in the self, while they inhabited an intel-
lectual culture that replaced the self by words [or discourse]’ (Smith, 1997: 860).
Psychology has helped create a cult(ure) of self, while, at the same time, various
post-modernists and post-structuralists have sought to deconstruct the idea of the
subject or the self. I believe Dewey’s perspective enables us to view subjectivity as
socially produced, yet real and able to distinguish between desirable and undesir-
able practices and to discover new values. Dewey is thus no postmodernist, if by
this is understood the view that subjectivity, and knowledge about subjectivities,
is a contrivance of social control.

3 Dewey thought that the whole of psychological reality could be divided into two
categories: the physiological and the social (Manicas, 2002). In ‘The Need for
Social Psychology’, Dewey cites with approval ‘the most fruitful’ of Tarde’s
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psychological conceptions: ‘that all psychological phenomena can be divided into
the physiological and the social, and that when we have relegated elementary
sensation and appetite to the former head, all that is left of our mental life, our
beliefs, ideas and desires, falls within the scope of social psychology’ (Dewey,
1917: 54). The remarks about how Psychology influences its subject-matter –
psychology – are directed at the social category.

4 One of Dewey’s most famous psychological articles, ‘The Reflex Arc Concept in
Psychology’ (1896), in fact dismantles and rejects the behaviourist approach even
before it was formulated as a coherent research paradigm.

5 A well-known example could be Carol Gilligan’s research on relational selfhood
and a feminine morality of care. Gilligan began as Lawrence Kohlberg’s research
assistant, but she came up with the idea of ‘asking people to describe moral
conflicts in their lives and . . . discuss choices they faced rather than presenting
them with dilemmas for resolution’ (Gilligan, 1979[1986]: 39). The latter was
Kohlberg’s approach, which significantly restricted the object’s opportunities to
object. In the Latour–Dewey scheme of objectivity, Gilligan’s research is much
more objective than Kohlberg’s, even if her original study (Gilligan, 1982) was
rather poorly constructed with a small sample, which contrasts with Kohlberg’s
large-scale, standardized methodology.

6 Many commentators have noted Hegel’s influence on Dewey, but many have also
argued that Dewey eventually left the pursuit of a dialectical conception of human
experience in favour of a materialist position. Dalton (1997) documents how
Hegel’s influence was retained throughout Dewey’s career, and how it helped
Dewey formulate his view of consciousness as emerging ‘through a process in
which thought was confronted with its negation in experience’ (Dalton, 1997: 13).
Personally, I find much Hegel in almost all Dewey’s works, but it is a rather more
accessible Hegel than Hegel himself. One can think of Dewey as a naturalized
Hegel without the heavy Hegelian metaphysics.

7 I am reminded here of Merleau-Ponty’s (1945) suggestion that the most primitive
intentionality out of which more reflective kinds of intentionality arise, is motor
intentionality. But again, Dewey should be given the credit of articulating these
ideas prior to Merleau-Ponty, Ryle and Heidegger.

8 Here there is a strong link to the ecological approach to perception as articulated
in J. J. Gibson’s work (1979[1986]). Dewey and Gibson share the anti-cognitivist
view that perception is not mediated by mental representations, but rather by
attunement to specific relations among ways of acting in the world, i.e. by habits
(see Manicas, 2002: 287).

9 Practice theory represents a motley group of theories that advance the imperative
to ‘begin with practices!’ in analyses of social life (Stern, 2000), attempting to
overcome the dualism of actor-structure. Many contemporary philosophical
practice theorists, e.g. Hubert Dreyfus and Charles Taylor, are inspired by
Heidegger and Wittgenstein. In social theory, the names Pierre Bourdieu and
Anthony Giddens are associated with practice theory. Also science studies have
witnessed a practice turn, articulated in the works of such people as Bruno Latour
and Andrew Pickering. In The Mangle of Practice (Pickering, 1995), Pickering
refers to his own position as pragmatic realism, inspired by William James’s and
Dewey’s insight that ‘one can explore how knowledge engages with the world
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without committing oneself to a position on correspondence’ (ibid.: 183). Dewey’s
idea of subjectivity as emerging with complex interaction, and his focus on habits
or practices, can also be compared with Michel Foucault’s late works (e.g. 1984,
1988) that have likewise contributed to the contemporary practice turn in social
theory. In Foucault’s late works, subjectivity simply is practices, and agency is seen
as an effect of certain practices, not as a given a priori. It should be added, however,
that there are substantial differences between Dewey’s and Foucault’s approaches,
especially concerning their views of society, which Dewey never saw exclusively
as a matrix of power relations. Also Dewey would not agree with Foucault that
subjectivity is an effect of power, although he did claim that ‘a socialized mind is
the power to understand [things] in terms of the use to which they are turned in
joint or shared situations. And mind in this sense is the method of social control’
(Dewey, 1916: 33; original emphases). The differences and similarities between
Dewey and Foucault as ‘practice theorists’ must be addressed in another context.
In the present article, I am concerned with how Dewey’s pragmatism enables us
to surpass Foucault’s rather gloomy view of Psychology and other social sciences.

10 While Dewey is clearly inspired by Aristotle’s (1976) classic account of praxis and
practical-moral knowledge and reasoning, phronesis, he parts company with
Aristotle in repudiating the Aristotelian distinction between theoretical
knowledge (episteme), productive-instrumental knowledge (techne) and phronesis
or practical-moral knowledge. According to Dewey, all knowledge is on a par, and
there is no such thing as theoretical insight into eternal essences, for all knowledge
is human knowledge, and as such, related to our practical concerns and problems.
As he put it instructively: ‘The so-called separation of theory and practice means
in fact the separation of two kinds of practice’ (Dewey, 1922: 69). The gulf between
theory and practice is transcended by conceiving of inquiry as striving ‘neither
solely to understand the world nor solely to change it; [but] rather . . . to change
it by understanding it’ (Ralph Sleeper on Dewey’s pragmatism quoted in Migotti,
1988: 66). But for that same reason, all knowledge has a moral aspect, since genuine
knowledge always has practical effects.

11 Again, this line of thought owes much to Hegel (1821) and his classic critique of
the abstract Kantian Moralität. Against Kant, Hegel would posit the need for a
concrete historical Sittlichkeit in the form of objective societal institutions and
practices, in order for ethics to have any real content. 

12 It is significant that some contemporary communitarian thinkers, e.g. Henry Tam
(1998), count Dewey as an important precursor to their programme in political
philosophy and applied politics.

13 MacIntyre (1999) has recently spelled out this argument in a particularly cogent
form, albeit without references to Dewey.

14 In The Closing of the American Mind, Allan Bloom has a vivid description of how
individualistic, and even egoistic, psychological theories find their way into
people’s self-understanding. At the same time, it is a clear illustration of the
reflexive problem in psychology: ‘If, for example, one sees only gain as a motive
in men’s actions, then it is easy to explain them. One simply abstracts from what
is really there. After a while one notices nothing other than the postulated motives.
To the extent that men begin to believe in the theory, they no longer believe that
there are other motives in themselves. And when social policy is based on such a
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theory, finally one succeeds in producing men who fit the theory. When this is
occurring or has occurred, what is most needed is the capacity to recover the
original nature of man and his motives, to see what does not fit the theory.
Hobbes’ mercenary account of the virtues, which won out in psychology, needs
to be contrasted with Aristotle’s account, which preserves the independent
nobility of the virtues. . . . For modern men who live in a world transformed by
abstractions [e.g. Psychological theories, SB], the only way to experience man
again is by thinking these abstractions through with the help of thinkers who did
not share them and who can lead us to experiences that are difficult or impossible
to have without their help’ (Bloom, 1987: 255).
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