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John Dewey’s Experience and Nature:  

Background, Summary and Commentary 

 

(A) Dewey Wants to Change the Title 

In December 1922, Dewey gave the first Paul Carus Lecture in three talks: “Existence as Stable 

and Precarious”, “Existence, Ends, and Appreciation”, and “Existence, Means and Knowledge”. 

(Dykhuizen, 1973: 208) Afterwards, Dewey built on it and published Experience and Nature in 

1925. It was well-received by the philosophic community and hailed as his magnum opus. His 

colleague, John Randal, a renowned historian of philosophy, considered that “Experience and 

Nature is the greatest new addition to metaphysical knowledge since Spinoza” (Dykhuizen, 1973: 

215) 

But more than 20 years later, when Dewey wrote a new introduction to Experience and Nature 

in around 1950, he wanted to replace “experience” with “culture” and change the title to 

Culture and Nature: 

Were I to write (or rewrite) Experience and Nature today I would entitle the 
book Culture and Nature and the treatment of specific subject-matters 
would be correspondingly modified. I would abandon the term "experience" 
because of my growing realization that the historical obstacles which 
prevented understanding of my use of "experience" are, for all practical 
purposes, insurmountable. I would substitute the term "culture" because 
with its meanings as now firmly established it can fully and freely carry my 
philosophy of experience. (LW 1: 361) 

So, what’s wrong with the title and what has changed in Dewey’s thinking over time? What are 

the main ideas of Experience and Nature? With this puzzle I began my search. 

(B) Background 

Experience and Nature did not come out of the blue. Take a look of Dewey’s work in philosophy; 

See my chronology on Dewey’s metaphysics (Idea 860 or JD 01-008). 

Briefly, Dewey outgrew his Hegelianism and moved to pragmatism in 1900s. He published many 

papers to detail his position on pragmatism and theory of knowledge (Idea 861 or JD 01-009). 

Of particular importance is his talk on The Influence of Darwin in Philosophy (1909), in which he 

attacked the traditional philosophical view for the search of eternity. To replace it he proposed 

evolution and change. Also noted is his Introduction to the Essays in Experimental Logic (1916) 

in which he outlined his ideas on experience, nature and existence. 
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In 1919 he went on a trip to Japan and China. In February he delivered 8 lectures on the 

Development of Philosophy at Imperial University. The lecture summarized Dewey’s critique of 

contemporary philosophy, his discontent and his proposal for reconstruction. His lectures 

become a book entitled Reconstruction in Philosophy (1920). To quote Dykhuizen at length: 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

After that, Dewey visited China and was busy with lectures in China——politics, democracy, 

education, and philosophy. He returned to USA in 1921. The following year, his book entitled 

Human Nature and Conduct: An Introduction to Social Psychology was published, based on his 

earlier lecture delivered in 1918 in Leland Stanford Junior University. The book signified Dewey’s 

shift from general psychology to social psychology and anthropology for explanation of human 

behavior, in which he already stated his theory of perception and action. According to Dewey, 

all seeing and acting are bound by culture, environment, existence and understanding. 

  

(Dykhuizen, 1973: 189-90) 
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With this background, it is clear that Dewey’s The Influence of Darwin in Philosophy (1909), 

Introduction to the Essays in Experimental Logic (1916), Reconstruction in Philosophy (1920) and 

Human Nature and Conduct (1922) are the precursors of his Experience and Nature. 

(C) Main Ideas of Experience and Nature 

Experience and Nature is highly complex. Fortunately I found a good summary in 10 pages in 

Dykhuizen (1973: 208-220). I try to summarize in 21 points: 

(1) Experimental Naturalism 

The basic canons are: 

(a) Experience and nature are continuous 

(b) Reality can be known only through experience 

(c) Denotation 

(d) Ideas serve instrumental function (pragmatism) 

(2) Added New Ideas 

(a) A biological-psychological-anthropological approach to understanding experience 

(b) Frequent reference to Aristotle 

(c) Philosophy of art (related to Barnes): 

(d) “Consummatory” object 

(3) Experience and Nature: Scope and Objective——Metaphysics 

 

 

(4) John Dewey’s Definition of Metaphysics——Being Qua Being 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(5) Experience is both Precarious and Stable 
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(6) Men Guard against Uncertainty and Create Laws 

 

 

 

R: 

(i) Man has a curiosity to know and to explore. 

(ii) Laws are “discovered” to explain, to fit human logical/ rational cognitive structure. 

(iii) Science succeeds not only in predicting and controlling, but in understanding. We now 

understand (know) our thinking and the beginning of universe. 

(iv) We have tried to tame nature. Now we learn to live with it. 

(7) Change, Process, Movement in Relative Term 

 

 

 

(8) Structure vs. Process 

(a) Structure and process are the same thing; when things change slowly, we see it as 

structure. 

(b) Everything is process. Every existence is event. 

 

 

 

 

 

R: Here again Dewey objects to changeless laws. 
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(9) Matter, Life and Mind as Quality of Events 

(a) Dewey is against metaphysical substances/ entities 

(b) He uses the term “quality of events” 

(c) Eventual functions 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

R: 

(i) Dewey seems to replace the term “experience”, “phenomenon”. His quality is 

something more than basic (e.g. atom, light). See below. 

(ii) Causes, interaction, consequences are sometimes hard to delineate. 

(10) Unpredictable Emergent Evolution and Three Plateaus 

 

 

 

(11) Existence is Process/ Events with Beginnings, Development and Ends 

(a) Aristotle’s Error 
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(b) Endings in Nature vs. Ends-in-views in Sentient Organisms 

 

 

 

R: Dewey frequently talks about mean-end relations. Here he distinguishes natural ends vs. 

moral/ practical ends. 

(12) Qualitative Individuality 

John Dewey talked about immediate experience which shows “qualities” and “traits”. He 

called them “qualitative individuality”, which is “another of the pervasive generic traits of 

existence” (Dykhuizen, 1973: 212). here he puts human feelings together with five senses: 

 

 

 

 

 

R: John Dewey proposes these traits-in-themselves, or qualities, are final. But this is hard 

to defend; these traits cannot stand in themselves; they exist only by human interpretation. 

The Trump impeachment can be tragic, or humorous, or consoling, depending on where 

you stand. They are not traits in themselves. 

Or, alternatively, we may argue that sound, light, color are not traits in themselves, only 

traits to be experienced by humans. This comes back to the old question: there is something 

out there, we experience and understand it by our cognitive structure, capacity and 

apparatus, which only catches a small portion of the outside world. But we can go further 

by inventing more tools, such as telescope, microscope, spectrometer, MRI, etc. These 

machines are extension of human sense and experience. But they are all based on human 

reason and understanding, not necessarily human immediate experience. 
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(13) Qualities belong to Nature and are Located by Immediate Experience 

 

 

 

 

 

(14) “Consummatory Objects” 

These are objects men seek to attain or avoid, for they are of value to life. 

 

 

 

 

(15) Sciences as Manmade Instruments to Control Outcome, Endings 

 

 

 

 

 

 

R:  

(i) Whether Dewey’s interpretation of science is an advance or a derogatory remark 

depends on ones position. Science is not the search for truth, but for the purpose of 

control for a better life man desires, according to Dewey. 

(ii) John Dewey is too pre-occupied with his pragmatic view of life. A considerable number 

of mainstream scientists and philosophers aim at truth, to search and to understand for 

its own sake. I dare not say Hawkins discovered “Black hole” so as to control or avoid 

them. 
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(16) Man and Meaning 

According to John Dewey, man is part of nature, growing into consciousness of meaning. 

Meanings arise from experience in community life, with customs and formation of habits. 

 

 

 

 

R: This idea is based on Human Nature and Conduct. 

(17) Language and Mind 

Language and communication substantially enlarge the world of meanings. Mind is simply 

the whole system of meanings embodied in human life. 

 

 

 

 

 

R: In this sense, language is pivotal and meaning is essential to the creation of ideas and 

mind. Mind is more social than individual. The individual person simply utters the shared 

meaning of the public, common mind. But the public mind (opinion) itself can be conflicting. 

(18) Art as “Consummatory Fulfillment” 

 

 

 

 

(19) Value as “Intrinsic Qualities of Events in Their Consummatory Reference” 

Here John Dewey uses abstract concepts and brings to “real value” vs. “immediate value” 

of an object, to be judged by laws of conditions and consequences. 
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(20) Value Judgment, Wisdom and Philosophy 

Value judgment is related to human quest of security and happiness. Wisdon in judgment 

is philosophy——criticism of criticism.  

 

 

 

(21) Metaphysics is a Ground-map for Philosophy and Criticism 

Metaphysics is an outline of generic traits of existence. It offers a picture for criticism in 

philosophy. 

 

 

 

 

(D) First Commentary 

(1) Experience and Nature is Dewey’s metaphysics, representing the pragmatist view of reality 

and existence (being). The few core ideas are linked in the order of: 

 

 

 

 

 

(2) Bound in the polemic of experience in the subject and object, Dewey put forth “immediate 

experience”, “mediated experience”, “qualitative individuality”, “consummatory objects”. 

When Dewey proposed qualities as traits-in-themselves in events, it is an assertion against 

commonsense and common usage of terms (see commentary in the above point 12). 

(3) I think it is necessary to delineate existence into physical existence and human existence. 

The former should be studied by science/ physics and the latter by psychology/ neuroscience. 

The province of philosophy is to focus on semantics, logic and value. 

Change Contingency Process Event 

Quality 
Emergent 
Evolution 

Three 
Plateaus Meaning Human 

Value 
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(4) When John Dewey wants to avoid the word “experience” and replace it with “culture”, he 

has good reasons for it (see Idea 864 or JD 01-013, Muhit, 2013). He even wants to modify 

related pages and chapters, probably on the problem associated with immediate experience, 

qualities, consummatory objects, which are hardly intelligible. 

(5) Dykhuizen pointed out that Dewey frequently referred to Aristotle. It is because western 

philosophy started from Aristotle: men are rational; reason to be governed by logic; men to 

pursue happiness; morality and golden mean; causes and teleological explanation. In fact 

Aristotle is a biologist vaguely aware of evolution. Aristotle set the scope and guide Dewey’s 

metaphysics tried to answer all these questions. Dewey’s answers: thought (reflective), 

emergent evolution, process, change, uncertainty, quality, language and mind, mean-end, 

human action (pragmatism). 

(6) Dewey is also much influenced by Bergson (creative evolution) and whitehead (process 

philosophy). Dewey is contributing to early 20th century philosophy, but he did not live long 

enough to see the impact of logical positivism. 

(7) With his personal relationship with A. Barnes, a famed art collector, Dewey developed his 

aesthetics and the idea of “consummatory objects”. Probably it is his way of articulating his 

feelings, later to be termed “affective thoughts”. 


