Dewey  “The Postulate of Immediate Experience”

“Immediate empiricism” (which Dewey advocates) says that things are what they are experienced as, and true description is of this.  If one type of person’s description of a horse is different from another’s there is no reason to believe that one is more real than the other.  The contrast is not between Reality and phenomena but between “different reals of experience.”   It is wrong to translate this point into the idea that things are only what they are known to be.   This is the logical mistake made by the various idealisms. Further it is a fallacy to say that Reality is what it would be to an all-comprehensive knower.  Knowing is one sort of experiencing, but what sort is it?  One of the main roots of philosophical mistake is the idea that things are what knowers would find them to be.  “paralogism”  a fallacious or illogical argument.  Reality is not what it would be to an all-knower.  Knowing is one mode of experiencing.  But this view leaves out what the knowledge standpoint is experienced as.  For example, a noise is experienced as fearsome but when I experience it as a known thing I find it harmless:  the experience has changed and the thing as experienced has changed, or to put it differently, “the concrete reality experienced has changed.”  Although a critic of my position might argue that the entire experience is cognitive and that the earlier part is simply a less perfect cognition, I argue that there is no reason to assume that the experience is one of “I-know-I-am-frightened” rather than simply “I am frightened.”  The “I-know-I-am-frightened” experience can be had but it is of a different sort, and of a different thing.  So we must distinguish between “a thing as cognitive, and one as cognized.”  The fright-at-the-noise is of the first sort and not of the second.  A quale is defined in one dictionary as “A property, such as whiteness, considered independently from things having the property.”  Dewey wants to insist however that a thing does not so much have a quale as is a quale.  The problem comes up with the Zollner illusion in which the lines are really parallel but appear to be divergent.  For Dewey, the experience of the lines as divergent is still a “concrete qualitative thing”  or what he calls a “that.”  And this is the key to the question of objectivity for the empiricist.  If there is an experience then it is determinate, and this determinatenesss is adequate for objectivity even if the experience is very vague.  There is no primordial “that” to which all experiences attach.  Rather, “Experience is always of thats.”  The empiricist does not see experience as a grandiose thing or an indefinite total but simply as experience of some thing.  If you wish to find what a philosophical term means, determine what the thing is experienced as.  Although this method does not allow for off-handed demonstrations of God, freedom, etc., and although such conceptions are no longer useful as stimulants or sanctions, they remain useful as experienced meanings.

