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FILOSOFIE 

DEWEY'S  PHILOSOPHY  OF  SCIENCE  IN  SOCIETY: 
ACCOMPLISHED  TECHNICAL  GOALS  AND 
UNACCOMPLISHED  HUMANISTIC  GOALS1  

Herzl Baruch 
Beit Berl College, Israel 

baruchbi@netvision.net.il 

Abstract. "The greatest problem facing civilization today, one might almost say 
the only ultimate problem," writes Dewey, "is to make of the instrumentality of science 
and its related techniques – by far the most powerful instrument for good and for evil 
that mankind has ever known" (Essays, 1931-2, 50). To this new perspective to the 
'Baconian' problem, Dewey suggests that science has mainly old and private interests, 
less new and public. It has also accomplished "technical goals", but not "humanistic" 
and "aesthetic" goals. As a result science has empowered humankind in the extrinsic, 
rather than the intrinsic. In order to narrow the gap between the technical and the 
meaningful, in other words in order to 'humanize science', Dewey suggests a "method 
of reconciliation". In this respect science isn't in competition with art and religion; 
rather, they are complementary.   

In this article I discuss the problem of the gap between the technical goals that 
science has accomplished and the humanistic and the aesthetic goals which remained 
unaccomplished, according to Dewey. I then examine two ways which Dewey suggests 
to solve this problem: the extension of scientific method to socio-cultural sphere and 
the appeal to an experience, as a unique, contemplative and self-sufficient experience. 

Key words: instrumentality of science, technical goals, humanistic and aesthetic 
goals, scientific method, method of reconciliation, an experience. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

In questioning the relation between science and society Dewey's philosophy 
is of great importance. He is one of the first philosophers of science, even before 
Popper and Kuhn, to give an account of science in flux and to shift to an 
epistemology of uncertainty. Alas, to describe Dewey as having a separate 
 

1 An earlier version of this paper was given at the third international conference on science in 
society, August 6, 2011 (The Catholic University of America, Washington, DC).  
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philosophy of science would be misleading. Rather, he is a philosopher of science 
in society. As such, he is an advocator of the role that science plays and can play in 
society, not only in practical issues but in issues concerning the quality of our 
existence as well. In his earlier writings, during the last two decades of the 19th 
century and the first two decades of the 20th century, Dewey was an enthusiastic 
proponent of the ethos of science and technology, and less a critical one2. However, 
in his later writings Dewey changes his ideas in this respect. Perhaps it is the 
outcome of WWI which brought Dewey to be more skeptical of the solely 
progressive effects of science and to question the modernist ethos of science. In his 
book Reconstruction in Philosophy (1920, 152–153), written after that war, he first 
diagnoses the danger, more acute than before, of the widening of the gap between 
purely ideal ends and practical means of applied science to every-day life. These 
ideal ends, like humanity and justice, he diagnoses, have no real connection with 
practical means of science, particularly means such as high explosives and 
bombing airplanes. In this respect, Dewey diagnoses the gap between instrumental 
or technical goals and humanist goals in the application and use of technologies 
based on science. As instrumental goals aren't devoid of human agents who 
aggressively develop them, they are necessarily involved with non-humanist or 
even anti-humanist goals, or at least unintended anti-humanist consequences. In 
order to close this gap and successfully integrate scientific tools in social sphere, 
which is for Dewey the full realization of science, he proposes to extend the 
scientific method to social planning and inquiry as well.  

However, even if this gap between technical and humanist goals is to be 
closed and even if the instrumentality of science would be a powerful tool for the 
welfare of all humankind only, assuming that such a goal is possible, there would 
still be unfulfilled humanist goals. Hence a more significant question that he 
addresses is that of reconciling practical science with contemplative esthetic 
appreciation. Why does Dewey appeal to the contemplative, aesthetic and the 
'spiritual' domain, and is not satisfied with only closing the gap by full realization 
of science as both natural and social science? In this article I suggest that for 
Dewey humanist goals are related not only with promoting the welfare of 
humankind but with nurturing its wellbeing too. Thus the full realization of science 
in society should address not only practical and moral questions but esthetic and 
'spiritual' questions as well. 

In order to examine Dewey's appeal to the aesthetic and not merely to the 
practical and moral aspects of science in society, I discuss in the next section, 
Dewey's account of the gap between techno-science and society and to what extent 
such a gap poses a serious problem. Then, in section three, I discuss his proposal of 
 

2 For example, while referring "to the fact that we are living in a period of applied science" 
(The Educational Situation, 1901, 303, 310; see also the essay Some Stages in Logical Thought, 1900, 
171), he is more concerned in defending science and its applications and emphasizing its humanist 
prospect, than in examining its limits and problems. 
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extending the scientific method to social inquiry. Finally, in section four, I present 
his most elaborated approach of the relation between science and society, that 
between scientific experience and aesthetic experience.  

2. DEWEY'S  PERSPECTIVE  TO  THE  BACONIAN  PROBLEM  

In his essay entitled Science and Society (Essays, 1931-32) Dewey formulates 
the problematic relation between science and society: “The greatest problem facing 
civilization today, one might almost say the only ultimate problem is to make of 
the instrumentality of science and its related techniques – by far the most powerful 
instrument for good and for evil that mankind has ever known” (50). Thus, Dewey 
emphasizes that the evil consequences in creating and using the 'fruits' of science 
should be seriously and urgently challenged. Therefore, in seeking to regulate the 
instrumentality of science and its techniques for the benefit of humanity, Dewey 
shifts Bacon's presupposition that science and its techniques are necessarily 
beneficial to all humankind.  

Although Dewey maintains that the unprecedented change in the scope and 
rapidity of the applications of science has empowered man with “physical tools of 
incalculable power” (The Public and its Problems, 1927, 344), he warns that such 
empowerment doesn't hold for social, intellectual and moral tools. In the physical 
fields most people think scientifically, or at least accept the consequences of the 
inquiries of those few who do. Accordingly, while the scientific method has 
already been extended to the physical conditions and energies, it hasn't been 
extended to social conditions and energies.   

Moreover, “the instrument is an infant, even though the infant be a giant in 
stature” (Essays, 1931-2, 50). And he continues: “(w)e have had enough 
intelligence to create a new technique and instrument;  we have not had enough to 
use what we have created deliberately and systematically for social purposes in 
control of the factors that shape the destinies of men” (ibid. ibid.). We are, as 
Dewey puts it, like children who have enormous power in their hands. And 
therefore the confrontation with the arbitrariness of using these tools seems to be 
unavoidable. And like children, to continue with the metaphor, “we have hardly 
begun to think scientifically about our human relations” (ibid., 51). Thus, while 
technological goals based on physical science are fully accomplished, humanist 
goals aren't, because “our science is technical rather than widely and deeply 
human” (Knowing and the Known, 1947-52, 368).  

Dewey also gives another explanation of the serious gap between science and 
society and thus for the failure to apply the fruits of science for the benefits of all 
humankind. This revives questions related to Baconian idols of old attitudes and 
ends that powerful enemies, like that of the church and the state, preserved 
regardless of new opportunities, and, thereby, restricting the new opportunities 
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(Essays, 1931-2, 56). According to Dewey, the new tools of science were used to 
serve old interests, old goals and old social policies, mainly for the benefits of the 
few who are in power. As a result what is made possible is mostly, or even only the 
“perfecting the instrument as an instrument” (ibid., 56). Thus, Dewey determines, 
the fruits of science, mainly used for the benefits of only few, serve private 
interests, not public. I suggest, as I mentioned earlier, that such narrow interests 
aren't merely involved with instrumental results but with non-humanist, or even 
anti-humanist results. Therefore, it is urgent for Dewey to construct the idea and 
practice of the public and facilitate opportunities for new goals which the 
enlightenment project failed to create. In this respect, being probably the most 
potent factors in society, science and technology have accomplished changes in the 
outward forms of society and human existence. Old habits of thought, sentiments 
and practices remained the same as they were before the rise of modern science and 
technology (Reconstruction, 137; The Public, 312-13).  

The problem of science in society, as Dewey ideally puts it, is not between 
liberal vs. conservative ideas, nor is it between capitalist vs. communist or socialist 
ideas, “but between undisciplined thinking and confused action, and scientific 
planning and action” (Essays, 1931-2, 51). Accordingly, he visions that “(t)he next 
great socio-cultural change waits upon development of scientific methods in 
application to socio-cultural subject matter” (ibid., 52; see also Essays, 1947-52, 
308). However, Dewey also expects that by extending the scientific method to the 
socio-cultural spheres of life, in addition to the natural scientific and technological 
spheres, would change old habits of thought, sentiments and practices, in short 
changes in the inward forms of society and human existence. In the next section 
Dewey's answer to this question would be addressed.  

3. THE  EXTENSION  OF  THE  SCIENTIFIC  METHOD 

Extending the scientific method to social conditions and actions is intended, 
as mentioned above, to restrict, and even prevent, 'undisciplined thinking' and 
confused action' in socio-cultural subject matter. How is this possible? Dewey has 
more than one answer.  

In some cases, as for example in calling for the next great socio-cultural 
change (section 2, p. 5), he seems to suggest that the scientific method as 
developed by physical sciences, being the most developed and disciplined method 
of inquiry, is strictly to be applied to socio-cultural subject matter. In other cases as 
well, it serves as a general model for social inquiry (Logic: The Theory of Inquiry, 
1938, 485). However, he also insists that serving as a model for social inquiry 
doesn't mean that this method of inquiry has to be imitated in social science, thus 
reducing the human subject to physical and physiological subject matter (Essays, 
1947-52, 309). Rather, he suggests that social science, and in fact any new inquiry, 
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should find a way to develop its own experimental method (The Public, 361). Thus, 
when Dewey delineates precise stages to thinking, based on modern science as 
developed during the last four centuries, like the five stages of problem solving 
(Democracy and Education, 1916) and his notion of 'reflective thinking' (How We 
Think, 1933), he isn't clear whether these procedures should be strictly applied to 
new inquiry, physical or social, or that any new inquiry should be merely 
controlled and experimented ad explore its unique method.  

A significant feature of social inquiry, which Dewey emphasizes, is the major 
role that social action and social planning plays in it. If the logic in physical matters 
is of the type “if (something happens)-then (something else happens), in social 
matters the logic is of the type” if (I/We do something)-then (something else will 
happen). Therefore, in social inquiry forethought and planning must come before 
social prediction (Essays, 1931-2, 66-7). In other words, in order to understand the 
logic of social science, it is necessary to understand the logic of social action and 
social planning first.  

However, if in this respect Dewey assumes that daily action and thinking are 
confused and undisciplined, i.e. not open to 'scientific' method in its modern sense, 
then social science might not be possible to establish. In order to establish social 
science, then, he must assume that some method or reflective thinking, like the trial 
and error method, is necessarily embedded in our practical actions and planning. 
Otherwise, scientific method in social science would be impossible to advance.  

Moreover, assuming that social science is possible, the question is, “would 
this close the gap between instrumental and humanist goals in a context of rapid 
production of powerful tools by physical science?” Dewey seems to suggest that 
the answer is positive. Social science is expected to extend scientific method from 
the physical domain to the socio-cultural domain. It isn't clear why social science, 
or the development of “a scientific method which is general and wide enough to be 
applied to practical or human fields” (Logic, 1938, 128), would necessarily close 
the gap between science and society, and between instrumental and humanist goals. 
Rather, it is reasonable to expect, that social science would advance social 
instruments mainly for the sake of promoting instrumental rather than humanist 
goals.  

The precedence of social action and social planning to social science raises 
yet another problem, that of ideologies and valuation. “It is false”, says Dewey, 
“that the evils of the situation arise from absence of ideals; they spring from wrong 
ideals” (Reconstruction, 154). And even if he insists that 'strong' ideologies and 
interests in strictly social matters (family, nation, education, etc.), old or new, are  
idols and therefore are hardly open to experiment and control, it isn't clear if and 
how Dewey extends scientific method (or reflective thinking) to problems of 
valuation, particularly those values that extend instrumental values. Therefore, 
even if the scientific method will be accomplished in the social sphere, the 
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realization of significant humanistic values and goals would be partial. That is to 
say, if criteria of efficiency and utilization of instruments are at stake, both physical 
and social science could, in principle, accomplish human goals for the welfare of 
humankind. Human goals such as the vitality of experience, imagination and 
contemplation, wouldn't be necessarily satisfied (Reconstruction, 1920, 152; The 
Public, 1926, 307; Art as Experience, 1934, 42-3). In Dewey's terms, even if the 
technical-scientific problem solving experience is accomplished, aesthetic and 
'spiritual' experience isn't.  

In the next section, I examine the role that aesthetic experience plays in fully 
understanding the relation between science and society and between instrumental 
goals and humanist goals, according to Dewey. 

4. AN  EXPERIENCE  AND  THE METHOD  OF  RECONCILIATION 

The extension of the scientific method to social matters might then close the 
gap between instrumental and humanist goals, according to criteria of efficiency and 
utility, welfare in general, but it does not challenge questions of “making a life that is 
worth living”. In Dewey's terms, it challenges (disciplined) thinking, but it doesn't 
challenge the significance of imagination, emotion and contemplation; it challenges 
science, technology, deliberate experience, but not poetry, art and religion 
(Reconstruction, 1920, 200-1). Ideals of possibility, progress and free movement have 
been suggested, for example by the enlightenment philosophers, but they displaced 
imagination and feelings, paralyzing religion and distorting art. Accordingly, what 
counts in the aesthetic sphere of experience is the primary force of the emotional 
interest, rather than the solely intellectual and practical interest (Reconstruction, 80-
1). In this respect, the emotional interest should be given more emphasis. 

While politics, education and morality are only underdeveloped, compared to 
the instruments of physical science, says Dewey, “the really fruitful application of 
the contemplative idea was not in science but in the esthetic field” (Reconstruction, 
152). According to Dewey it is the contemplative attitude that has flourished, in 
cultures such as the Greek, the Hindu and medieval Christian, which attained a 
high aesthetic development of the fine arts. On the other hand, the scientific 
attitude proved itself in scientific progress as controlling nature aggressively and 
unfavorable to the aesthetic enjoyment of the world (ibid. ibid.). 

Contemplative attitude enhances a unique experience which Dewey calls an 
experience (Art as Experience, 42-3). Such experience, however, is not a direct and 
deliberate experience that could be conducted according to the scientific method. It 
is not repeatable in the manner in which technologies, procedures of thought and 
successful predictions are. Neither is it thought that comes after observation, nor a 
desire that is distinguished from results we get. Rather it is undistracted and not 
dispersed experience which “runs its course to fulfillment. Then and then only is it 
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integrated within and demarcated in the general stream of experience from other 
experiences. A piece of work is finished in a way that is satisfactory; a problem 
receives its solution; a game is played through; a situation, whether that of eating a 
meal, playing a game of chess, carrying on a conversation, writing a book, or 
taking part in a political campaign, is so rounded out that its close is a 
consummation and not a cessation. Such an experience is a whole and carries with 
it its own individualizing quality and self-sufficiency. It is an experience” (ibid. 
ibid.; italics in the origin). Such experience is so vital that that we spontaneously 
refer to it, and later on recall it, as being “real experience”. 

Dewey is aware of the fact that in scientific inquiry and the carrying of its 
uses to the benefit of society the scientist may have a major role. That would 
include I think an experience of science in society which would be mainly, if at 
all, experienced by scientists, not by laymen. Therefore, in order to close such a 
gap and that science wouldn't be a mystery for most people, “what is required is 
that they (laymen, H.B.) have the ability to judge of the bearing of the knowledge 
supplied by others upon common concerns” (The Public, 337, 365). In this way I 
suggest an experience concerning the function of science and its 'fruits' in society 
could be accomplished by many. The goal and strategy then, although not given 
serious attention in his earlier writings, is to suggest that “there is no more 
significant question before the world than this question of the possibility and 
method of reconciliation of the attitudes of practical science and contemplative 
esthetic appreciation. Without the former, humanity will be the sport and victim 
of natural forces which can hardly be controlled and reflectively used. Without 
the later, mankind might become a race of economic monsters, restlessly driving 
hard bargains with nature and with one another, bored with leisure or capable of 
putting it to use only in ostentatious display and extravagant dissipation” 
(Reconstruction, 152). 

5. CONCLUSIONS 

The extension of the scientific method to socio-cultural domain enhances 
disciplined thinking and clear action in social issues, and in this respect it widens 
the fulfillment of science, but it doesn't necessarily give preference to humanist 
goals over merely technical goals and non-humanist consequences. Rather, it 
emphasizes the limits of the role of the scientific method and the necessity of an 
experience which is out of the scope of the method of practical science. In this 
respect I think Dewey would have to admit that scientific method, although 
necessary for closing the gap between science and society cannot be fully 
satisfactory without the vitality of an experience of both scientists and laymen. 
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