John Dewey and Spirituality

1. Dewey is best known for his teachings on education, logic, the nature of knowledge, art, and psychology.  He was the most versatile philosopher of the 20th century, and the most esteemed.  He was the only person to be president of the American Philosophical Society and the American Psychological Association.  Toward the end of his long life he wrote a brief book based on lectures at Yale on religion that is not as well known as his other writings but in my opinion, should be widely influential.  The book is, “A Common Faith.”  This book as will become clear should particularly impress Unitarian Universalists.

2. Dewey distinguishes “religion” and “religious.”  The Oxford Dictionary defines religion as, “Recognition on the part of man of some unseen higher power as having control of his destiny and as being entitled to obedience, reverence and worship.”  Dewey observes that we cannot make this definition fit the usual uses of the word.  First of all, religions differ enormously about the nature of this “unseen power;” secondly they differ in how they express reverence and worship; and, thirdly, their instruction on morals differ greatly.  In short, there are a multitude of religions.  This comes about because they have been molded by the culture of their time, both between religions and within religions.  That means that just as cultures change so do religions, and no present religion will remain unchanged.  To say “religion” in the singular is inaccurate.  Religion is universal only in the sense that most people adhere to one, and all cultures have made religion important.  Religions are divergent bodies of institutionalized beliefs and practices.

3. Dewey says the adjective “religious” does not denote a specifiable entity, either institutional or as a system of beliefs.  Dewey uses the term to describe a quality of experience.  This quality, “is represented in essence by a change of attitudes which composes and harmonizes … the various elements of our being such that, in spite of changes in the conditions that surround us, these conditions are also arranged, and settled, in relation to us.”  Here is another quote: “Any activity pursued in behalf of an ideal end against obstacles and in spite of threats of personal loss because of conviction of its general and enduring value is religious in quality.”  This quality of experience may come from an association with religion or from aesthetic, scientific, moral, and political experiences, as well as from compassionate, helpful actions and from deep relationships with people (or animals).  

4. Dewey extols “religious” but criticizes “religion.”  “If I have said anything about religions and religion that seems harsh, I have said those things because of a firm belief that the claim on the part of religions to possess a monopoly of ideals and of the supernatural means by which alone, it is alleged, they can be furthered, stands in the way of the realization of distinctively religious values inherent in natural experience…. The opposition between religious values as I conceive them and religions is not to be abridged.  Just because the release of these values is so important, their identification with the creeds and cults of religions must be dissolved.”  
5. Dewey goes out of his way to oppose what he calls the suicide of reason and human effort, which consists in revelation and the belief in divine grace to supplement the weakness of man.  We are quite capable of attaining all the knowledge we need to achieve all the ambitions we desire.  If there must be faith, let it be our faith in each other and in our mutual co-operation.  "Faith," he says, "in the continued disclosing of truth through directed co-operation of human endeavor is more religious in quality than is any faith in a completed revelation.”  A cardinal principle of Dewey's naturalism is the rejection of any kind of fixed doctrine or creed, based on revelation, and therefore stultifying the progress of human science, which must be independent of such chains.  “Some fixed doctrinal apparatus is necessary for a religion.  But faith in the possibilities of continued and rigorous inquiry does not limit access to truth to any channel or scheme of things.  It does not say first that truth is universal and then adds that there is but one road to it.  It does not depend for assurance upon subjection to any dogma or item of doctrine.  It trusts that the natural interactions between man and his environment will breed more intelligence and generate more knowledge, provided the scientific methods that define intelligence in operation are pushed further into the mysteries of the world.”  Here we have a definition of faith, based not on the authority of God's revelation but on the autonomy of man's own reason.  "There is such a thing," says Dewey, "as faith in intelligence becoming religious in quality — a fact that perhaps explains the efforts of some religionists to disparage the possibilities of intelligence as a force.  They properly feel such a faith to be a dangerous rival."
6. Faith:  Instead of faith based on ideals guaranteed to exist by supernatural authority, Dewey espouses faith in ideals apprehended by the imagination as intrinsically valuable based on the natural relationship between humanity and our environment.  This is moral faith.  “The authority of an ideal over choice and conduct”; not a fact based on logical inference or guaranteed by some authority.  These ideals are not supernaturally pre-established, but come from our ability to direct natural and social forces to humane goals.  
7.  Knowledge, for Dewey, comes from uniting purpose and intelligent investigation, formally known as the scientific method.  Intelligent investigation begins by proposing a theory.  Galileo had the theory that acceleration is uniform.  The theory is reduced to a hypothesis of an observable fact: balls of differing weight will hit the ground at the same time when dropped from a height.  Then Galileo did an experiment, a test of the hypothesis.  He climbed to the top of the Tower of Pisa and dropped balls of differing weight.  He and other observers saw that the balls hit the ground at the same time, confirming his hypothesis.  This meant that his theory of uniform acceleration predicted an observable fact that had not been tested before, therefore the best explanation, so far, for the behavior of falling objects is that their acceleration is uniform.  Notice that we cannot directly test the theory; we can say only that this theory is the best way we have at present to account for facts.  It leaves open the question of whether a subsequent theory will provide a better explanation of observable facts.  That is what happened.  Galileo’s experiment used cannon balls.  If we drop a cannon ball and a piece of paper they will not hit the ground at the same time.  We need a new theory, one that includes the effect that air has on a falling object.  Galileo’s law of acceleration applies only in a vacuum.  Science, then, contains the seeds of its own correction.  Every scientific theory except those now held was wrong.  What then is TRUTH?  Dewey says that we have no access to an eternal truth if there is such a thing; all we have is warranted assertiblity:  at this time this is the best answer we can give.  Knowledge constantly changes, usually for the better, but not always.  From 400 CE to 1400 CE the European maps of the world changed from showing a globe to showing a flat surface, because people cared more about religious doctrine than observation.  We actually lost knowledge during that time.  

8. Dewey applied the scientific method to all questions, although the method is more crude and inexact in some fields.  He dissolves the traditional difference between values and fact.  We measure the effect of moral and social behavior in the same way as scientists do, by seeking the best theory that predicts facts.  It isn’t enough to explain facts that we already can predict.  We know that the sun rises in the east.  Any theory that just predicts that does not have warranted assertiblity.  The theory must predict something we have not been able to predict before.  Our imagination tells us that compassion is better than hatred because compassionate behavior conforms to our humane goals and empirically creates better persons.  How to act compassionately is a question that requires empirical investigation.  For example, giving food to malnourished people seems compassionate, but some question whether doing that in African countries backfires by stifling local agriculture.  Or, building roads to enable better distribution of food would be better than donating food.  

9. God:  Dewey rejects a supernatural supreme being, but uses the word to mean the relationship between actions and ideal goals.  “It is this active relation between ideal and actual to which I would give the name God.”  This concept, he says, promotes religious experiences.

Dewey and Psychopharmacology

Dewey’s emphasis on applying the scientific method eventually extended to psychiatry, initially through investigation of medications in psychiatry.  Before the development of psychiatric medication in the 1950s, the predominant explanatory theory in psychiatry, especially in the United States, was Freud’s psychoanalysis.  Freud claimed that he was using the scientific method to explain how the mind worked and how it produced mental symptoms.  Here is a famous example: the case of Little Hans.

The aim of the case study was to report the findings of the treatment of a five-year-old boy for his phobia of horses.

Freud was attempting to demonstrate that the boy’s (Little Hans) fear of horses was related to his Oedipus complex.  Freud thought that, during the phallic stage (approximately between 3 and 6 years old), a boy develops an intense sexual love for his mothers.  Because of this, he sees his father as a rival, and wants to get rid of him.  The father, however, is far bigger and more powerful than the young boy, and so the child develops a fear that, seeing him as a rival, his father will castrate him.  Because it is impossible to live with the continual castration-threat provided by this conflict, the young boy develops a mechanism for coping with it, using a defense mechanism known as 'identification with the aggressor'.  He stresses all the ways that he is similar to his father, adopting his father's attitudes, mannerisms and actions, feeling that if his father sees him as similar, he will not feel hostile towards him.

 Freud used a case study method to investigate Little Hans’ phobia.  However the case study was actually carried out by the boy’s father who was a friend and supporter of Freud.  Freud probably only met the boy once.  The father reported to Freud via correspondence and Freud gave directions as how to deal with the situation based on his interpretations of the father’s reports.

Freud noted that it was the special relationship between Hans and his father that allowed the analysis to progress and for the discussions with the boy to be so detailed and so intimate. 

The first reports of Hans are when he was 3 years old when he developed an active interest in his ‘widdler’ (penis), and also those of other people.  For example on one occasion he asked ‘Mummy, have you got a widdler too?’  Throughout this time, the main theme of his fantasies and dreams was widdlers and widdling.  When he was about three years and six months old his mother told him not to touch his widdler or else she would call the doctor to come and cut it off. 

When Hans was almost 5, Hans’ father wrote to Freud explaining his concerns about Hans.  He described the main problem as follows: ‘He is afraid a horse will bite him in the street, and this fear seems somehow connected with his having been frightened by a large penis’.  The father went on to provide Freud with extensive details of conversations with Hans.  Together, Freud and the father tried to understand what the boy was experiencing and undertook to resolve his phobia of horses.

Hans’ anxieties and phobia continued and he was afraid to go out of the house because of his phobia of horses.  Hans told his father of a dream/fantasy which his father summarized as follows: ‘in the night there was a big giraffe in the room and a crumpled one: and the big one called out because I took the crumpled one away from it.  Then it stopped calling out: and I sat down on top of the crumpled one’.  Freud and the father interpreted the dream/fantasy as being a reworking of the morning exchanges in the parental bed.  Hans enjoyed getting into his parents bed in a morning but his father often objected (the big giraffe calling out because he had taken the crumpled giraffe - mother - away).  Both Freud and the father believed that the long neck of the giraffe was a symbol for the large adult penis.  However Hans rejected this idea.

When Hans was taken to see Freud, he was asked about the horses he had a phobia of.  Hans noted that he didn’t like horses with black bits around the mouth.  Freud believed that the horse was a symbol for his father, and the black bits were a moustache.  After the interview, the father recorded an exchange with Hans where the boy said, “Daddy don’t trot away from me!”

Hans' became particularly frightened about horses falling over.  He described to his father an incident where he witnessed this happening (later confirmed by his mother).  Throughout this analysis the parents continued to record enormous examples of conversations and the father asked many leading questions to help the boy discover the root of his fear.  For example:

Father: When the horse fell down did you think of your daddy?

Hans: Perhaps.  Yes.  It’s possible.

Hans’ fear of the horses started to decline and Freud believed that two final fantasies marked a change in Hans and lead to a resolution of his conflicts and anxieties.

Firstly, Hans had described a fantasy where he was married to his mother and was playing with his own children.  In this fantasy he had promoted his father to the role of grandfather.

In the second fantasy, he described how a plumber came and first removed his bottom and widdler and then gave him another one of each, but larger.

At age 19 the not so Little Hans appeared at Freud’s consulting room having read his case history.  Hans confirmed that he had suffered no troubles during adolescence and that he was fit and well.  He could not remember the discussions with his father, and described how when he read his case history it ‘came to him as something unknown’

Freud believed that the findings from the case study of Little Hans supported his theories of child development.

In particular, the case study provided support for his theory of Oedipus complex in which the young boy develops an intense sexual love for his mother and because of this, he sees his father as a rival and wants to get rid of him.  Freud believed that much of Hans’ problem came from the conflict caused by this wish.  The final fantasy of being married to his mother supported this idea.

According to Freud the cause of Little Hans’ phobia was related to his Oedipus complex.  Little Hans’, it was argued, was afraid of horses because the horse was a symbol for his father.  For example the black bits around the horses face reminded the boy of his father’s moustache, the blinkers reminded him of his fathers glasses and so on.  Freud believed that as Little Hans was having sexual fantasies about his mother he feared his father’s retaliation.  Little Hans therefore displaced his fear of his father onto horses who reminded him of his father.

Notice how this “research” does not conform to the scientific method.  There is no test of a hypothesis.  All we have is that the father said certain things to the boy and the boy got better.  We probably could find any “treatment” that would do the same thing in someone.  Or, see the same result if there was no treatment.  The “experiment” doesn’t necessary prove Freud’s theory of the Oedipus complex.

The use of the true scientific method started in the 1950s with the development of effective drugs in psychiatry.  The methodology used became the accepted format for answering therapeutic questions and testing theoretical models in all of psychiatry.  Here is a contemporary example:

J Clin Psychopharmacol. 2006 Dec;26(6):600-9.

Efficacy of quetiapine monotherapy in bipolar I and II depression: a double-blind, placebo-controlled study (the BOLDER II study).

Thase ME, Macfadden W, Weisler RH, Chang W, Paulsson B, Khan A, Calabrese JR; BOLDER II Study Group.

Source: Western Psychiatric Institute and Clinic, University of Pittsburgh Medical Center, Pittsburgh, PA 15213-2593, USA. thaseme@upmc.edu

Abstract

This study evaluated the efficacy and tolerability of quetiapine monotherapy for depressive episodes in patients with bipolar I or II disorder (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fourth Edition) who were randomized to 8 weeks of double-blind treatment with quetiapine (300 or 600 mg/d; once daily, evening dosing) or placebo. Patients were assessed weekly using the Montgomery-Asberg Depression Rating Scale (MADRS) and Hamilton Depression Rating Scale (HAM-D). The primary end point was change in MADRS total score from baseline to Week 8 (analysis of covariance/last-observation-carried-forward analysis). Of 509 patients randomized, 59% completed the study. Improvements from baseline in mean MADRS total scores were significantly greater with quetiapine 300 and 600 mg/d than with placebo from first evaluation (Week 1) through Week 8 (both P <or= 0.001 vs. placebo). Therapeutic effect sizes at Week 8 were 0.61 and 0.54 for quetiapine 300 and 600 mg/d, respectively. Improvements in mean HAM-D scores were also significantly greater with both quetiapine doses than with placebo (P < 0.001) as early as Week 1 and throughout the study. The MADRS response and remission rates were also significantly greater in both quetiapine dose groups compared with placebo. Improvements in primary and secondary outcomes were observed with both 300 and 600 mg/d quetiapine without major differences between the doses. Common adverse events included dry mouth, sedation, somnolence, dizziness, and constipation. The incidence of treatment-emergent mania or hypomania was lower with quetiapine treatment than placebo. This study demonstrates that quetiapine monotherapy is an effective and well-tolerated treatment for depressive episodes in bipolar disorder, confirming the results observed from a previous study (BipOLar DEpRession [BOLDER] I).

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Notice how there is a clear hypothesis: the drug will work better than placebo.  Then there is a clear test of the hypothesis, using statistical methods to show that the difference between quetiapine and placebo was not likely due to chance.  You could never do that testing one subject as Freud did with Little Hans.  This methodoly was then expanded to all treatments, even psychotherapy.  Here is an example:

Arch Gen Psychiatry. 2011 Jul;68(7):692-700.

Cognitive therapy vs interpersonal psychotherapy in social anxiety disorder: a randomized controlled trial.

Stangier U, Schramm E, Heidenreich T, Berger M, Clark DM.

Source

Department of Psychology, University of Frankfurt, Varrentrappstr 40-42, D-60054 Frankfurt, Germany. Stangier@psych.uni-frankfurt.de

Abstract

CONTEXT: 

Cognitive therapy (CT) focuses on the modification of biased information processing and dysfunctional beliefs of social anxiety disorder (SAD). Interpersonal psychotherapy (IPT) aims to change problematic interpersonal behavior patterns that may have an important role in the maintenance of SAD. No direct comparisons of the treatments for SAD in an outpatient setting exist.

OBJECTIVE: 

To compare the efficacy of CT, IPT, and a waiting-list control (WLC) condition.

DESIGN: 

Randomized controlled trial.

SETTING: 

Two academic outpatient treatment sites. Patients  Of 254 potential participants screened, 117 had a primary diagnosis of SAD and were eligible for randomization; 106 participants completed the treatment or waiting phase.

INTERVENTIONS: 

Treatment comprised 16 individual sessions of either CT or IPT and 1 booster session. Twenty weeks after randomization, posttreatment assessment was conducted and participants in the WLC received 1 of the treatments.

MAIN OUTCOME MEASURES: 

The primary outcome was treatment response on the Clinical Global Impression Improvement Scale as assessed by independent masked evaluators. The secondary outcome measures were independent assessor ratings using the Liebowitz Social Anxiety Scale, the Hamilton Rating Scale for Depression, and patient self-ratings of SAD symptoms.

RESULTS: 

At the posttreatment assessment, response rates were 65.8% for CT, 42.1% for IPT, and 7.3% for WLC. Regarding response rates and Liebowitz Social Anxiety Scale scores, CT performed significantly better than did IPT, and both treatments were superior to WLC. At 1-year follow-up, the differences between CT and IPT were largely maintained, with significantly higher response rates in the CT vs the IPT group (68.4% vs 31.6%) and better outcomes on the Liebowitz Social Anxiety Scale. No significant treatment × site interactions were noted.

CONCLUSIONS: 

Cognitive therapy and IPT led to considerable improvements that were maintained 1 year after treatment; CT was more efficacious than was IPT in reducing social phobia symptoms.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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