THE PEPPER-CROCE THESIS AND
DEWEY'S "IDEALIST" AESTHETICS

Thomas M. Alexander

Of Art as Experience, Monroe Beardsley has said, "It is, by wide—
spread agreement, the most valuable work on aesthetics written in English
(and perhaps in any language) so far in ougp century”.l A similar esti~
mate was made shortly after the publication of the book when Stephen
Pepper said, "I am personally convinced that Art as Experience is one of
the four or five_great books on esthetics, and is z classic though but
five years 6ld”. 2 Yet it was Pepper who raised what was to be the great-
st critieal challenge to the book, claiming that it presented a confused
welter of pragmatic and idealist notions. The charge was taken up and
expanded by Benedetto Croce. Subsequent critics have upheld the charge,
s0 that it was repeated as late as 1970.

The importance of this issue exceeds ' a mere critic's war over a

secondary topie in Dewey's philosophy. One does not have to read far
in Dewey's mature works to discover that the concepts of art and the
agsthetic experience lie at the very core of his position. For Dewey,

art is the culmination of nature, the highest resoiution of the dualisms
infecting man's relation to the world or to his fellow men.% Just as

the-art of a civilization is the ultimate judgment upon it, so is an

aesthetics the ultimate test of a philosophy. For Dewey, science can

only be-propgrly used or understood when viewed as an art of achieving

human goods. Finally, such scholars as Kestenbaum and McDermott have

shown the current rélevance of Dewey's aesthetics to pheromenology and

to contemporary culturs.? Consequently, any criticism which calls the

coherency of Dewey's aesthetics into guéstion, briags doubt upon the

consistency and contemporary value of his whole philosophy as well.

In this paper, I suggest that the '"Pepper-Croce thesis” is funda-
mentally based upon that element of Dewey's philosophy which he calls
the "pervasive qualitative whole". ‘When one examines this idea, how-
ever, not only does it prove to be present in Dewey's "instrumentalist'
writings and central to his philosophy of experience, but is seen to
combine majer themes in the philosophies of James and Peirce. Though
the specific arguments raised by Pepper, Croce, and others cannot. be
examined here, it is suggested that only by misunderstanding what Dewey
means by the "pervasive qualitative whole" can it be viewed as an in-
consistent intrusion of idealism into his philosophy.

Stephen Pepper was working out a pragmatic -aesthetics when Art as
Experience appeared. Though he foundhe agreed with Deweyon many points,
e states, "I was also amazed to find Dewey saying many things...con-
trary to the spirit of pragmatism--things which an organic idealist
would have said and which I should have thought Dewey would rather have
bitten his tongue than to have szaid...".° Pepper coacluded that the ideal-
ist side predominated and wrote Aesthetic Quality to present = purified
pragmatic aesthetics.

Pepper’s assessment that Dewey was "reverting to Hegelianismin his
later years’” seemed to confirm Croce's own reading of the book. Croce,
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believed that one should empha-

expression is not sheer

tained that Dewey could only consistently hold these doctrines b agree—
ing with Croce that "Nothing can exist separate from Knowing!". 7 Be-
cause Dewey rejected this—and had indeed attacked Croce in Art as Ex-

perience on this pointlg—-Croce claimed that Dewey was led iﬁEE_Vvicious
circles and positivistic tautologies".

Dewey's responses to Pepper and Croce were terse, testyand unfruit-
ful. If anything, Dewey seemed to substantiate their charges of incon-
sistency by admitting that the views expressed in Art as Experience had
nothing to do with his instrumentalism. "I not only did not write Art
as Experience as an appendix to or application of my pragmatism...[but
rotl in subjection to any system of philosophy”.2 This wild statement,
which wag intended by Dewey to show that he had not forced the empirical
facts of aesthetic experience into a preconceived philosophy as had
Pepper and Croce, entirely evaded the issue of whether Art as Experience
was consistent with his general position, or even related to 1t.

Neither critic was dissuaded from his charges by such tactics.
Pepper repeated the accusation in 1969, and in 1952 Croce replied in a
scathing article which, bristiing with wounded Latin pride, attacked
Dewey's whele philosophy. Croce concluded with the malicicusly ironic
charge that Tempirically and pragmatically Dewey cannot overcome the
dualism of mind and nature".2l This was only possible, s%}d Croce, by
ldealistically regarding nature as an expression of Spirit. 2 This fine
retort was lost on Dewey, who had died shortly before the article ap-
peared. Croce, himself, died a couple of months later. )

The controversy was taken up in 1970 by George H. Douglas, who con-
cluded Pepper and Croce were correct. Surprisingly, Douglas inecluded
lixperience and Nature with Art as Experience as a deviation from Dewey's
instrumentalism. Pointing out further similarities between Dewey and
Croce, Douglas speculated that the ouly reason Dewey could not embrace
Croce’'s position was that "Dewey never wantedto cut himself locose from
the philosophy which had made him a great public figure and for which he
is still best known*.22 Douglas thought that Dewey and Croce were closest
in their conception of expression as an activity.  Croce's theory that
Spirit fuses inchoate sensations into distinct objects of perception or
axpressive intuitions, was identical, according to Douglas to Dewev's
bosition that ideas and objects of experience are practical constructs
of intelligence. Dougias failed to note, bhowever, that because Croce
held a sharp dualism between theory and practice, expressive intuitions
and their constituting activityarepurely internal. Practical activity
is incidental, even. "impure" for Croce.

Yet, the term "intuition", which is the fulerum of Croce's philo-
sophy, is also used by Dewey, providing perhaps the closest point of
similarity between the two thinkers, though this resemblance has been
tgnored by every critic. Dewey speaks of intuition as follows:

Things, objects, are only focal points of a here and now in a
whole that stretches out indefinitely. This is the qualita-
tive "background" which is defined and made definitely con~
s¢ious in particular objects and specified properties and quali-
ties. There is something mystical associated with the word
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intuition, and any experience becomes mystical in the degree
in which the sense, the feeling, of the unlimited envelope

) bhecomes intense-—as it may do in the experience of an object
of art...Intuition, in short, signifies the realization of a
pervasive quality such that it regulates the determination of
relevant distinections or of whatever...becomes the accepted

objeect of thought.28

intuition is of the pervasive qualitative whole,
is intensified in art, and is regulatory of objects of consciousness.
Croce seems close to this when he speaks of intuition as "the undiffer-
entiated unity of the percepticn of the real and of the simple image of
the possible”.27. Consequently, Dewey seems closest to idealism when he
speaks of this pervasive qualitative whole, which is now described as
intuited, making Dewey's aesthetics even more decéptively close to Croce's
position than Dewey, Croce, or Douglas suspected.

However, upon examination, Dewey's concept of the intuited perva-
sive qualitative whole appears in his instrumentalist writings, and is
explicitly connected by Dewey with Peirce's category of Firstness and

James' theory of the fringe and felt relations. Moreover, this concept:

is crucial to two of the most important ideas in Dewey's aesthetics:
immediately meaningful,

that the aesthetic experience is inherently,

and that art is the paradigm of communication, the full expression of
man's social nature. Whatever the similarities between Dewey and Croce,
there are important differences, no% the least of which pertains to
these central ideas of Dewey. Intuitiocns, for Croce, are internal pro-
ducts of spiritual activity, for Dewey, they signify an objective bond

of organisms and environment, i.e., intuitions are of situations, and

priocr to any internal-external dualism. They bespeak a shared experi-
ence as well as a transaction of doing and under-going activity and
passivity. Whereas Croce separates aesthetic intuitions from intellec-
tual concepts, Dewey relates them functionally so that the aesthetic
experience will be . a result of the art of intelligence, funded with
meaning as well as feeling. Dewey indeed defines art as "the mode of
activity that is charged with meanings capable of immediately enjoyed

possession”.28. :
But there seems

Thus, Dewey claims that

to be a contradicticn in Dewey's idea of "immediate

meaning", for meanings are means, ipstruments, relations, and as such
are discursive, mediating, -not immediate. "Genuinely to think of a

thing", -states Dewey, "is- to think of implications that are no sooner
thought of than we are hurried on to their implications'. Dewey even
contrasts the discursive nature of relations to the immediate nature of
quality: "Quality is quality, direct, immediate, and undefinable. Order
is a matter of relation, of definition, of placing and describing” .30
Qualities for Dewey are '"terminal and exclusive” 3l of everything else.
They alone have intrinsic value.32 Dewey emphatically states the agsthe-
tic experience 1is non-cagritive. "1+ cannot be stated too strongly"”,
insists Dewey, ''that what is not immediate is not aesthetic’, and

"Immediacy of existence is ineffable". 34 _
The answer to this paradox sesems 1o lie in what Dewey once said to
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ment of experience is as much a fundamental concept of Dewey's iastru~
mentalism as of his aesthetics.

It is because quality defines and unifies a situation that inquiry
can occur. Dewey often pointed to the "qualitative thinking™ of the
artist as "an intensification of a characteristic of all thought”.40
Objects, events, meanings arise within a context; they are defined by
the situation. Though the pervasive guality characterizes the entire
situation and its objects, it is not itself an objeect, or a member of
the class of objects of the situation. As Dewey states in his article,
"Qualitative Thought',
made explicit. It is taken for granted, 'understood', or implicit in
all propesitional symbolization. it forms the universe of discourse
L The present situation may Dpass into an object of reflection,
but then it becomes 2a member of another situation. This is why Dewey
speaks of the situation as “intuited" or tineffable. If it were known,
it would be an object of reflection; it would not be then the quality
6f the situation but a quality in the situation. This is also why
Dewey insists on the non-cognitive rature of aesthetic experience. He
is not rejecting that there are meanings or relations in the experience,
but he is emphasizing that they are dominated by a unifying quality
which has become so intense as to be consciously felt. Even-in raticnal
inquiry there is this non-cognitive context which, even though. it may
be only dimly folt or subconscious, determines theobjects of conscious-
ness or meanings as belonging and agreeing or as conflicting and jarring.

The source of the concept of the pervasive qualitative whole in
Dewey's writings goes back to the beginning of his instrumentalist period
in 1906. His article, ''The Postulate of Immediate Empiricism”,4 argued
that all cognitive experience OCCUrs within a non-cognitive context
which is contrelling. Every experience has a unique ''concrete guale”
which makes it just that experience,
grasp this aspect,” states Dewey, "ig to see what the empiricisi means
by...the element of control”.43 Because the experience is as 1t appears
- doubts and beliefs arise within the experience genuinely, and sc can
stimulate inquiry amd experimentation. It is interesting to note that
this article sparked a long eritical coatroversy which anticipated many
of the charges Pepper, Croce, and others would raise against Dewey's
aesthetics. . Importantly, Dewey defended himself by arguing that imme -
diate empiricism in no way denied a mediated aspect of experience, but
provided a hasis for it. :

The idea that the qualitative context establishes a realm of dis-
course which is, itself, ineffable is anticipated in the introduction
to the Essays ig-Experimental Logie. Dewey there contrasts "infinity
words” Tike "experience' and nzituation” with "zero words" like '"type- -
writer’, '"me'", and "aonsciousness''. The former 'serve to remind us of
the vast, vague continuum...this caken—for-granted whole' .43 The latter
dencte the discriminated cobjects and relations which arise within ex-
perience. Dewey adds, "The word 'experience' is...a notation of an in-
expressible as that which decides the ultimate status of all which Is
expressed; ipexpressible not because it is so remote and transcedeng,
but because it is so immediately engrossing and matter of course'.
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2 recogniged reference.

‘what is_present in the focus, it is a

This use of '"seuse” is important for Dewey.  SJense is sensed and
makes sense. It is distianet from sheer feelingor cognitive signification.
Tt is not vague or indefinite, as the pervasive guality 1is, for it has
Unlike signification, it has an immediate, in-
The field of experience or the situation ranges from
a bright focus of consciousness to an immediate context to a vaguely
felt outlying field. The focus is the tensive center, the point of need,
the context is the spatio-temporal 'meighborhood" and the outlying field
ig the stable world, the system of meaning embodied in habit. 3Sense is
"facus of immediate shining appar—
eacy". Yet, Dewey notes, ""In the experience, and in such a way as To
gualify even what is shiningly apparent, are all the physical features
of the enviroament...and all the habits and interests...of the organism
.58  Sense then, is an immediate awareness of meanings or relations.
There is sense in a situation because relations can he felt, as James
said. It was this insight which allowed James to evade the dilemma of
empiricism and idealism. Dewey accepted this and saw 1t best illus-

trated in aesthetic experience.

herent meaning-.4

The psychology underlying the bifurcation of quality and

- relation was exploded...by William James when he pointed
out that there are direct feelings of...relations..Every
work of art that ever existed had indeed already contra-
dicted the theoryv. in question. It is true that...ideas
exercise a mediating function. But only a twisted and
aborted logic can hold that because something is mediated
it cannot, therefore, be immediately grasped. )

This is but a reiteration of Dewey's response Io Russell and his
other crities from 1805 on - that the concept of the mediated immediacy
of situations is central to understanding Dewey's thought. It may echo
Dewey's Hegelian heritage, but it is a coherent and permeating aspect
of Dewey's philosophy, explicitly developed 1in connection with James
and Peirce. It comes out most fully in Dewey's aesthetics with the
concept of the pervasive gqualitative whole. Dewey characterizes art
as neothing so much as a sensecf unified, immediztely enjoyed meaning.
This is fully consistent with Dewev's analysis of situations, quality,
relations, and sense. Moreover, it justifiably lodates Dewey's desthe-
tics at the core of his philosophy. Because the aesthetic experience
has meaning, it is more than a mere emational fusion. Because guality
is of an objective situation, - the aesthetic experience is more than a
mere internal Crocean intuition. Because art unifies experiences and
meaning in a consummate, objective situation it is communication, the
fullest expression of the 1life of the community in shared experiences.
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