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Douglas Browning:

Introduction on The Influence of Darwin on Philosophy by John Dewey

The Influence of Darwin on Philosophy was a talk given by Dewey in 1909 at Columbia University

in the 50t Anniversary of the publication of Origin of Species.
(A) Browning’s Summary
Browning picked 6 themes and one final remark by Dewey.

(1) Darwin’s evolution proposed change, which is attacking 2000 years of philosophy based on

fixity.

p. Xii - xiii

(2) The transitional, tentative nature of new philosophy.

(3) A new metaphysics of change, process and indeterminacy.

(4) Focus of inquiry: the specific, special, particular, concrete, existent.

p. XV
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(5) Intelligence is inquiry: application of general, generic tools to specific concrete problems:

p. Xvi

R: Browning is too eager to distinguish pre-Darwinian Descarte’s reason from Dewey
inquiry. The distinction is more apparent; Descartes believed and employed reason, so did
Dewey, but with growth of knowledge, Dewey has more information, findings and becomes

less ignorant.

(6) Values lie on life experience, not universal nor fixed.

p. Xvii

Final Remark

Philosophy is for real life problems and solution.

p. xviii
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(B) Other Essays Related to Knowledge, Truth and Experience

These are philosophical essays written in Dewey’s early Columbia years. It had received lots of
commentaries and Dewey answered them. One has to decipher the use of philosophical terms

within a context in 1910s before getting a thorough understanding.

Immediate experience
Cognitive experience

Intellectualism (Bradley)

Experimental knowledge
It requires further review.

(C) Dewey’s Claims in The Postulate of Immediate Experience

p. Xxvii

(D) Commentary

(1) Itis clear that by 1910s Dewey has come of age in formulating his philosophy. One of his
major themes is that the old philosophy (for 2000 years) is wrong, based on fixed reality

and truth. It requires an overhaul. He thus wrote Reconstruction of Philosophy (1921).

(2) According to Dewey, Darwin gave impetus to the idea of evolution and change so the
dismantling of fixity in philosophy. My view is that Dewey simply rode the Darwinian

bandwagon for his pragmatist philosophy, which is a new direction in early 20t century.

U:\Secondary\2021\Prof. Li - Website (profrexli.com)\Writings\Study of John Dewey\JD 01-010\Idea 15-1299_|dea 862_v1.docx 3/4



(3) Dewey’s philosophy must be understood in context:

Neo-Kantian idealism
Humean-millian sensationalism
Santayanian materialism
Russellian logicist

Logical atomist

Critical / new realism

intellectualism

(4) Butevolution theory has moved on to DNA research and neuroscience; science is now able

to give a theory of reality and neuroscience / Al can give a theory of knowledge!
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