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RESCUING DEWEY FROM ANTHROPOCENTRISM

Tom Colwell

Recent critics of Dewey’s naturalism1 have argued that while
the inclusion of humans in nature which is central to his naturalism is
suggestive of an ecological model of the foundations of education, it
nevertheless provides no answer to the question of how teaching and
learning which recognizes the interconnectedness of human and non-
human activities is in any better position to avoid the anthropocen-
tric disregard and misuse of both human and non-human environ-
ments that has characterized the modern era.  Educators who have
been attracted to Dewey’s naturalism have assumed that when aware-
ness that humans are part of nature percolates into educational stud-
ies, a moral imperative of greater respect for humans and non-hu-
mans alike will go with it.  But will it?  Will students exposed to
studies which emphasize that human life is enmeshed in complex
non-human networks learn that what is good for humans depends on
the integrity of those networks?  Or, already heavily dosed with the
blandishments of a global technological wonderland, will they learn
that the very knowledge of human-non-human interdependence which
Dewey’s naturalism encourages, reinforces and informs their aspira-
tions to extend indefinitely the world they are already familiar with?
Will they, in other words, use their new found ecological knowledge
to adjust human activities to the needs of the system of nature, or will
they use it to promote ever more efficiently narrow human interests
alone?

Dewey’s way of dealing with anthropocentrism is best indicated
by focusing on his conception of science.  Dewey had long argued
that science was primarily a general method of knowing and learning
that extended beyond the subject-matters of the sciences to include
human affairs as well.  While non-human environmental subject-
matters were not in the forefront of his thinking, there are passages
scattered throughout his writings - and especially in his later work -
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where non-human environment is made an integral part of any deter-
mination of the adequacy of human moral and social judgements.2

Hence, it may be said that science, for Dewey, guards against
anthropocentrism through observation and criticism of the interac-
tions and transactions between humans and non-humans.

This broadening of the scope of science is the distinguishing
feature of Dewey’s idea of science which sets it apart from conven-
tional associations of science with the natural sciences, and enables
science to treat moral and social concerns as intertwined with those
with the non-human environment.  In this sense, Dewey’s concep-
tion of science may be called ecological, the philosophical basis of
which Dewey’s collapsing of the nature-culture distinction which had
been the chief dualistic pillar of all modern philosophy and modern
thought and culture in general.  With nature and culture joined in a
single subject-matter, it follows that the corollary distinction between
the sciences and humanities is also collapsed, thus opening the way
for scientific study of humanistic subject matter.  This means both
the human moral and social activities may be treated according to the
same method of observation, criticism, and hypothesis as are plants
and atoms, and that such judgments of moral concern have access to
the subject-matters of the natural sciences as resources which con-
tribute to their outcome.  It is this interweaving of subject-matters
and methods, both formerly separated in the sciences-humanities ty-
pology, which gives Dewey’s conception of science its ecological
character, i.e., its ability to interconnect human and non-human be-
haviors, and thereby resist anthropocentric temptations which inevi-
tably arise when humanistic moral pretensions are disconnected from
the non-human environments.

These considerations would seem to put Dewey in the clear as
far as anthropocentrism is concerned.  If by anthropocentrism we
mean the arbitrary imposition of human bias which privileges certain
humans to the exclusion of both other humans and non-humans, then
Dewey’s ecological conception of science seems ideally suited to
controlling human bias and subjectivity.  But to one of Dewey’s most
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persistent critics, C. A. Bowers, Dewey’s view of science as Dewey
presents it is wholly Western in outlook, ignoring, in its single minded
advocacy of science as the only method of gaining knowledge, the
views of the many non-Western, traditional cultures whose ways of
life, based on centuries of environmentally benign and spiritually
sympathetic practices, offer a much needed corrective to Dewey’s
exclusive reliance on a science which all too easily lends itself to the
interests of Western global capitalism.  In fact, Bowers’ main conten-
tion is that Dewey’s science, for all its emphasis on ecological
interconnectedness, cannot escape the Western habit of aligning it-
self with rampant technological and economic progress.  Hence, the
importance in teaching and learning of introducing alternative cul-
tural views as a more effective way of counteracting Western
anthropocentrism.

Bowers’ criticism is puzzling and I think far-fetched.  There is
not in principle any opposition between Dewey’s scientific approach
to education and the study of non-Western cultures, which can and
should be critically observed and interpreted in the same manner
Western culture is.  The fact that Dewey himself paid little or no
attention to traditional culture is beside the point.  The method of
learning he was advocating is capable of treating any and all cultures
with reasonable impartiality.  No doubt Bowers would say this is
question begging.  His point is that science in the West is incapable
of fairly representing non-Western culture because of its long stand-
ing ties with a culture of unlimited progress.  But the basic idea of
Dewey’s conception of science is to treat all ideas as hypotheses, an
idea that has met resistance in Western societies.  Does the notion
that ideas are hypotheses carry with it Western cultural baggage?
Perhaps to an extent it does, and it is easy to see that it would be
resisted in any culture which wants to protect certain ideas from sci-
entific scrutiny.

There is no question that sciences in the West are often in the
pay of corporations, the military, and governments.  But again Dewey’s
main philosophical argument rests on a distinction between the sci-
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ences and science-as-method. The sciences have had a long history
in the West and their achievements may be debated in respect to their
social and moral consequences. But as Dewey often pointed out, there
has been little experience with science as a general method knowing
in human affairs.  Science as an ecological method, a method that
includes humans and non-humans is, like environmental enlighten-
ment itself, an ideal we are only beginning to realize.

What are the alternatives to Dewey’s ecological conception of
science in education?  How are we to ground knowledge and learn-
ing in some other way?  Either we remain with the modern status quo
and continue to rely on the dualism of the science and humanities to
frame educational studies, or we adopt Bowers’ extra-scientific at-
tempt to draw upon the wisdom of non-Western cultures.  With re-
gard to the latter, it is interesting that Bowers never addresses the
really important question that his advocacy involves - viz.: How do
we know without reliance on science, which traditional non-Western
practices to adopt?  All of Bowers’ examples conveniently conform
to generally accepted environmental knowledge as confirmed by the
Western science he is suspicious of; nor are any of his examples cases
of environmentally destructive practices of which traditional cultures
have their share.  So unless criteria for selecting exemplary non-West-
ern cultural practices are derived from extra-scientific a-priori sources
- which is an open invitation to cultural relativism - we are brought
back to science as the best method to guide education and culture.

To the extent my arguments in Dewey’s behalf have been con-
vincing, the conclusion might be drawn that Dewey needs no rescu-
ing from anthropocentrism, that his position was satisfactorily pro-
tected from that malady all along.  But Dewey is still vulnerable to
anthropocentrism is his ambiguous use of “nature.”  In this respect,
he is no different from other moderns (and post-moderns, too).  While
Dewey rejected the centerpiece of modernity, the nature-culture dis-
tinction, like most moderns he continues to employ “nature” approv-
ingly as the central receptacle into which humans are merged.
Dewey’s use of “nature” and “culture” to express this merger unwit-
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tingly reproduces the connotations of separate realities these terms
powerfully convey, and thus ambiguously keeps alive the dualism
from which the idea of an inclusive nature is intended to provide
relief.  In educational terms, humans-as-part-of-nature implies a uni-
fied subject-matter which is immediately pulled apart when it is ar-
ticulated by the only terms at our disposal, “nature” and “culture.”
Students thereby learn the modern paradox: they are part of a nature
from which the conventional meaning of “nature” excludes them.

The ambiguity of “nature” is Dewey’s philosophy compromises
his naturalism by playing on “nature’s” double meaning - inclusive
and exclusive of humans - simultaneously.  In such a setting the pos-
sibility of anthropocentrism is continuously raised when the exclu-
sionary, dualistic connotation of “nature” is entertained - that is, when
“nature” is understood, as it commonly is, to indicate a separate non-
human world.  It is these occasions which powerfully reinforce the
modern proclivity to impose and follow the dynamic forces of un-
bridled technological development.

In order to correct Dewey’s ambiguous use of “nature” and
thereby strengthen his anti-anthropocentrism, I propose to draw on
Dewey’s idea of transaction, which he developed over the last 20
years of his life, and fully expressed in his final book, Knowing and
the Known,3 written with Arthur Bentley.

There are two main components of Dewey’s transactional phi-
losophy which bear on the question of anthropocentrism.  The first is
the meaning of “transaction” itself.  The best way to express this is
by contrast with the more familiar notion of interaction, which has
been the characteristic mode of knowing and learning in the modern
West.  Interaction assumes the existence of at least two things or
objects and their human knowers or subjects.  The subject interacts
with the object by observing it or manipulating it in some way.  The
focus of interactive knowing and learning is therefore the epistemo-
logical exchange between subject and object.

Dewey had long sought to avoid the dualistic implications of
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the subject-object typology by reinterpreting interaction using the
biological model of organism and environment.  But in later life he
came to see, with Bentley’s help, that “interaction” insufficiently
avoids dualistic connotations.  As long as this connotation remained
in place, Dewey’s naturalism was indeed vulnerable to the human
centeredness of modern epistemological dualism.

Hence, the second feature of transactionalism was a program of
language reform which focused not only on “interaction” but, in
Knowing and the Known, was extended to a wide range of terminol-
ogy in the modern dualistic tradition.  “Transaction,” a term first in-
troduced in a scientific context by Clerk-Maxwell in 1877 to indicate
that energy forces in electromagnetism had to be understood as a
system, was Dewey and Bentley’s choice to not so much replace “in-
teraction,” as to subsume it under the broader idea of an environmen-
tal system of events which contained subject and object as individu-
als.  Transactional knowing and learning therefore proscribed an epis-
temological setting which called attention to the human and non-
human environments frequently ignored in the interactive preoccu-
pation with subject and object alone.4

But awareness that knowing and learning includes the environ-
mental systems in which subject and object reside, still does not fully
eliminate the threat of anthropocentrism to Dewey’s naturalism.  It is
still possible to argue that expanded knowledge of environmental
systems will simply feed the unquenchable thirst for ever greater
human exploitation of non-humans and other humans.

To further guard against this possibility, I would introduce an
additional terminological change, one which, considering its central-
ity to their naturalistic position, it is surprising Dewey and Bentley
did not make.  This has to do with the word “nature” itself.5  I have
already mentioned that Dewey uses “nature” ambiguously and in
doing so reproduces dualism unwittingly.  It therefore seems appro-
priate to suggest an alternative to “nature” as a means of eliminating
this ambiguity.
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This alternative I have in mind is “earth system,” though I am
sure there are other equally deserving candidates.6  “Earth system”
has the advantage of drawing attention away from the dualistic two-
worlds connotation “nature” inevitably implies, while emphasizing a
single human-non-human reality.  In doing so, “earth system” chal-
lenges educators to design studies which stress that, however hu-
mans may differ from other humans and non-humans, they are bound
together in a common family whose moral integrity depends on how
well they comprehend their familial ties, and on their ability to em-
ploy this understanding to resist the snowballing effect of modern
progress.

Since the dawn of the modern era, nature has been thought of as
a world apart from humanity, reinforcing its sense of privilege and
superiority.7  To try in education to free ourselves from this dichotomy
is a task easier said than done, and it will not be accomplished merely
by changing a few words in our language.8  To begin to speak of an
earth system in educational work is a small step in this direction.  But
if it helps us see our many interactions as part of a larger transac-
tional human-non-human system, it will also be a giant first step.  To
inaugurate a new broader vision of our relationships to ourselves and
other forms of life is the object of Dewey’s idea of transaction.  Such
a vision cannot eliminate anthropocentrism, but it can control it
through ongoing experimental observation and criticism across dis-
ciplines and behaviors formerly segregated which necessarily incor-
porates the views of different cultures, genders, and species in demo-
cratic dialogue.

New York University
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