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General Notation:






	EW—

	The Early Works of John Dewey: 1882-1898.
Boydson, J., General Editor. Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1972.
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	The Middle Works of John Dewey: 1899-1924.
Boydson, J., General Editor. Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1983.




	LW—

	The Later Works of John Dewey: 1925-1953.
Boydson, J., General Editor. Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1985.
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	AE—
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	SAS—

	School and Society




	SLT—
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	Theory of Valuation
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	“The Unity of the Human Being”







Figure Citations.
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Introduction

Those who live in contemporary United States exist in a profoundly apolitical daily environment. Despite the numerous formal methods of political participation available to citizens, the seemingly innocuous rhythms, spaces, and movements that constitute the substance of lived experience undermine the ability to both conceive of and act in public. This experiential phenomenon, while difficult to quantify, has been acknowledged by many authors of speculative fiction—a medium with a distinct ability to highlight the hidden implications of subtle characteristics of every-day activity. Such novelists create images of the near future where individuals exist in environments that lead them to move so quickly and frequently that one can neither remember one’s location nor discern the details of their social surroundings. For example, Neal Stephenson in his novel Snow Crash envisions a pizza delivery service that requires their drivers to complete their deliveries in less than 30 minutes or face summary execution. While rushing to meet a deadline, his hero the “deliverator” as he calls him, observes that the numerous illuminated advertisements embossed with diverse corporate logos he passes blend together into an illegible “loglo.” And despite the advertisements’ unique qualities, “they all smear together, especially at a hundred and twenty kilometers per hour.”1 In a less absurd but similarly familiar example, author William Gibson in his Pattern Recognition chronicles the experience of a “cool hunter” who frequently travels the globe in a quest to discover “authentic” trends for companies in search of new products. During of her frequent flights, the cool hunter experiences the uncanny feeling “that her mortal soul is leagues behind her.” It seems that her frequent travels have left her so disoriented that although she knows she has left one location, she feels that she inhabits two places simultaneously because “Souls can’t move that quickly, and are left behind.”2 What both of these images describe is the uncanny feeling, so frequent in contemporary life, that one does not fully comprehend one’s position in one’s surroundings and that the frequent, scattered rhythms of contemporary life scramble one’s connection to one’s immediate and larger environment.

Although knowledge of one’s location in the world seems to be mundane and immediately available, as seemingly isolated events reverberate across national borders, companies relocate manufacturing operations throughout the globe, and communities disperse and fragment, citizens find it more and more difficult to orient themselves among the events and institutions that shape their individual experience. In essence, citizens lack a larger mental representation, or “map,” with which they could position themselves in their larger social landscape, a situation that powerfully contributes to the increasing lack of interest in and care for politics. But widespread social disorientation has a greater effect than confusion and dislocation: without such a representation they lose any sense of moral relationship with the larger world. Contemporary individuals certainly possess a vague understanding that distant events and institutions affect their lives, and they might even occasionally focus attention upon one specific individual, institution or event as the origin of a particularly local problem. What individuals lack is an acknowledgement of their authority to challenge international institutions, a feeling of obligation to scrutinize the larger effects of their own acts, and a sense of solidarity towards others with whom they potentially share interests. In essence, the inability to locate oneself in the world circumscribes the scope of one’s moral relationships with the world and thus undermines the development of an expansive consciousness of global justice.

Observation of these social trends ranges from the anecdotal to the theoretical, but all agree that such social disorientation possesses profound effects on both the conscious and unconscious political attitudes of contemporary citizens. Some even stress that the manner in which contemporary people talk about the social origin of their individual problems actually reflects the fragmented, shifting social world around them. They claim that “every day” conversation about politics remains a rambling affair, jumping from topic to topic, lacking connection from one subject to the next, and that these formal properties of speech undermine the potential connections individuals might form with the larger social and political environment. Thomas Frank, in his What’s the Matter With Kansas: How Conservatives Won the Heart of America, a book that does not directly address these issues, inadvertently produces a telling example of how styles of political discussion contribute to this confusion. He claims many react to political situations:


By documenting and cataloging their disgust. The result is what we will call the plen-T-plaint, a curious amassing of petty, unrelated beefs with the world. Its purpose is not really to evaluate the hated liberal culture that surrounds us; the plen-T-plaint is a horizontal rather than vertical mode of criticism, aiming instead to infuriate us with dozens, hundreds, thousands of stories of the many tiny ways the world around us assaults family values, uses obscenities, disrespects parents foments revolution, and so on. The plen-T-plaint winds us up. . . . it offers no resolution, simply reminding us that we can never win.3



What remains most fascinating about Frank’s account is that it focuses not simply on what these individuals say, but how they say it. Although the plen-T-plaint is a form of communication that does not adequately represent the systemic context in which social events occur, it does contain political information, facts and observations. Such expressions of individuals expressing extensive, if disjointed, political knowledge undermines the claims of widespread civic ignorance advanced by so many when describing the contemporary American polity.4 What renders the plen-T-plaint inadequate for representing the social world, Frank observes, remains the “horizontal” nature of the statements uttered—the fact that the person engaged in plen-T-plaint utters these “unrelated beefs” with staccato frequency, spewing observations and criticisms with an incredibly wide array over a single situation. But the spatial and temporal qualities of the speech, the brief staccato bursts and the disjointed, widespread range of topics, reveal more than simply an inability to adequately describe the complex and shifting nature of global institutions—such disjointed speech embodies the fragmentation, dispersion and constant, arrhythmic quality of society itself. Hence the “horizontal” nature of the critique, in that no one complaint builds upon another to form a “map” of one’s social environment. Statements fall like once stacked sheets of paper knocked off a desk; although at one time they constituted a book with a structure, now they merely spread incomprehensibly over a flat, indistinct space.

Similar to Frank’s observations, Zygmunt Bauman elaborates that such a style of expression mirrors the “liquid,” as he calls it, spatial and temporal qualities of the social environment itself. He explains, “contemporary hardships and sufferings are fragmented, dispersed and scattered; and so is the dissent which they spawn. The dispersion of dissent, the difficulty of condensing it, and anchoring it in a common cause and directing it against a common culprit only makes the pains the more bitter.”5 He also comments:


In its pure and unprocessed form the existential fear that makes us anxious and worried is unmanageable, intractable and therefore incapacitating. The only way to suppress that horrifying truth is to slice the great overwhelming fear into smaller and manageable bits—recast the big issue we can do nothing about into a set of little ‘practical’ tasks we can hope to be able to fulfill.6



In these two quotes, Bauman describes a vicious cycle. Because of the inability to situate oneself in one’s fragmented and dispersed social environment, local problems seem unconnected to any specific causation, therefore attempts to address them inevitably remain partial, momentary, and fragmentary. This leads to frustration, disempowerment, and the further turning inward of political perspective. And as Bauman notes, in a world where complex global phenomena frequently invade local experience, this turning inward decreases the chance that citizens will attempt to address the public problems that affect daily life.

Bauman goes on to elaborate that the problems he describes originate less in a lack of information than an inability to form moral and intellectual relationships that might provide mediative links between individuals and their larger environment. This absence of linkages with which individuals might locate the social forces that affect their lives causes a hazy penumbra of doubt and fear to surround their perception of the meaning of specific events. Bauman claims, “the growth of individual freedom may coincide with the growth of collective impotence in as far as the bridges between private and public life are dismantled or were never built to start with; or, to put it differently, in as far as there is no easy and obvious way to translate private worries into public issues and conversely to discern and pinpoint public issues in private troubles.”7 Notice how Bauman states that the problem facing individuals does not stem from their lack of adequate knowledge of capital flows, international treaties, or media networks, but instead from the absence of bridges between their particular lives and the larger world. Such bridges constitute a personalized map of how one might “negotiate” the pathways of power and social influence that sculpt one’s daily experience and understanding of moral significance. And Bauman, with his invocation of the disjunction between private “worries” and their possible public meaning, emphasizes that the broken linkages between individuals and their larger social environment affect not simply cognitive understanding of distant social systems, but also moral and emotional ties that endow understanding with personal significance. Bauman points out that somehow with the increase in “freedom,” individuals lose the ability to conjoin the disparate episodes of their social experience into a coherent representation of their public environment, and thus form the mediative linkages that might translate their subjective wants and perspective into a more objective representation of society that might guide and inspire public action. And with such a widespread retreat from collective action meant to influence the larger political and social environment, those who do possess the power to act upon this scale can operate with little or no public scrutiny.

This book asserts that the unlikely figure of John Dewey can be used to theorize discursive practices that assist individuals in building the meditative moral and intellectual links that provide orientation for citizens in an indeterminate, unpredictable social environment. Such practices can constitute the basis of a concrete ethical life (or in other words a Sittlichkeit, to use a term that will play an important role in the following argument) that flexibly links the individual’s perceptions and interests to their universal repercussions and inspires them to increase the scale of their perception of justice. Dewey’s work is particularly well-suited to this task because of his underappreciated concern with the spatial and temporal properties of society and the processes by which individuals and groups form meaningful cognitive and moral relationships with society, a process he calls thinking. Using these insights, this book demonstrates that Dewey’s work provides not simply the practices, but also a strategy located within his educational writing for encouraging citizens to collectively think about the manner in which their actions affect the larger world, and the globalized institutions and actors that impact their lives.

With the proliferation of such practices, individuals will be more likely to adopt and sustain a flexible, expansive, and democratic understanding of justice that could inspire a truly active, global public sphere. Such a conception of “democratic justice” claims that understandings of fairness, boundaries of obligation, and conceptions of legitimacy can no longer be derived through individual reason or collective tradition. Instead, advocates of this moral position “treat important aspects of justice as matters of collective decision-making to be determined by citizens themselves through democratic deliberation.”8 Although this view has many origins, Jürgen Habermas9 remains a particularly strong influence as a result of his demonstration that modernity requires that individuals possess the ability to test the legitimacy of social norms that come into question, the desire to commonly reconstruct political values, and the confidence to make moral judgments without foundational certainty. He claims that citizens can accomplish all of these tasks if they undertake a specialized process of discussion that acts as both an ideal example of moral legitimacy and a concrete procedure that encourages them to transcend their particular moral and political perspectives.

Although Habermas focuses on the philosophical and institutional implications of his discursive theory, he insists this highly specialized activity can only become actualized in society with the repeated exercise of communicative practices that establish habits, attitudes, and forms of consciousness very similar to those advocated by Dewey. Habermas emphasizes that the discursive practices and moral point of view requires that a Hegelian Sittlichkeit, or ethical life growing from every-day conversations, actually lift individual perceptions from those of the particular to the more distant and general. Habermas states, “this much is true: any universalistic morality is dependent upon a form of life that meets it halfway. [italics, jk] There has to be a modicum of congruence between morality and the practices of socialization and education.”10 It is these concrete practices that actually lift an individual’s intellect, morality, and emotions from the particular context to more universal realms of truth, justice, and solidarity. And once this “lifting” into the universal realm occurs, individuals would possess the motivation and sense of justice necessary to participate in public deliberation.

Recently, some have attempted to provide further detail to understanding how Sittlichkeit in the form of face-to-face discussion might support citizens’ attempts to reconstruct political understanding and morality in light of contemporary, ever-changing, social circumstances. These neo-Habermasians call for a more flexible and even expansive understanding of the practices of ethical life to support their more flexible understanding of communicative mediation. For example, Jean Cohen and Andrew Arato study the relationship between discourse ethics and associations in civil society in their Civil Society and Political Theory, Seyla Benhabib discusses the moral-transformative effects of actual discourse in Situating the Self, and Amy Gutmann and Dennis Thompson present “deliberative virtues” in their Democracy and Disagreement that would allow individuals to break out of their parochial interests and build new public relationships. These theorists all stress the importance of actual face-to-face discussion of culture and politics in small-scale associations in terms linking individuals to larger moral and intellectual contexts as opposed to those who see deliberative democracy primarily as an aid to institutional decision-making.11 Benhabib explicitly calls for practices encouraging mediation by recommending a “post-conventional Sittlichkeit” go beyond the somewhat restrictive focus envisioned by Hegel and Habermas, that would encourage “life in the family no less than life in the modern constitutional state,”12 to become the focus of common discussion and public reconstruction, especially in situations where the norms that have previously governed such practices come into question.

A final advantage of these theorists in efforts to imagine a “post-traditional” Sittlichkeit is that they lay the groundwork for conceptualizing the complexities of space and time that bedevil individuals attempting to locate themselves in “liquid” society. Both Cohen and Arato and Benhabib suggest that individuals would change the scale of their understanding of who and what constitutes their sphere of moral relevance when undertaking their moral practices. As opposed to contending that justice requires a universal frame, these theorists contend that the borders of fairness and belonging be determined and redetermined by concrete communities, an activity increasingly required by the frequent movements of institutions and actors across the social landscape. But although these neo-Habermasians begin to conceptualize the specific tasks of imagining the ethical life needed to undergird “three-dimensional”13 democratic justice in a liquid world, they provide few details concerning the actual experience and capacities needed for such activity.

Dewey’s work offers specific insights into the basic capacities, behaviors, and micro-practices necessary for the encouragement of flexible Sittlichkeit that could provide citizens with the ability to construct the meanings comprising effective mediative links to a liquid social world. In works such as Experience and Nature and Art as Experience, Dewey describes a process by which groups of individuals creatively reformulate associations between elements of their environment when thrown into disarray—an activity he refers to as reconstruction—that possesses an elective affinity with both the moral principles and the execution of post-conventional Sittlichkeit. During Dewey’s conceptualization of “reconstruction,” just as in Benhabib’s and Cohen and Arato’s understanding of ethical life, individuals build common interpretations of situations where implicitly assumed shared knowledge has become problematic and thus reinterpret their relationship with their social surroundings. But although similar in substance to the neo-Habermasian understanding of the meditative potentials of communication, Dewey always renders his discussion in terms of both its conscious and unconscious experienced characteristics, in addition to its cognizable and inarticulate components. In addition to the advantage of putting forth a more honest account of the experience of rethinking meanings, Dewey’s account possesses the ability to more fully account for both the spatial and temporal qualities involved in the practice of such reconstructions, and the spatial and temporal effects upon the meanings and general consciousness produced through such conversations.

The use of Dewey to explore the experiential roots of communicative, flexible social mediation differs from many of the recent scholars who have noted the relevance of Dewey’s thought to contemporary political questions. Various theorists have noted the persistence of the social problems Dewey addressed; Alan Ryan notes that “the 1990s are turning out to be astonishingly like the 1890s. . . . Dewey was motivated to write about individual unease and social and political failures in a context that resembles our own in crucial ways.”14 This historical similarity leads many contemporary theorists to conclude that Dewey’s thought merits citation as a precursor to their own work.15 More specifically, because of Dewey’s focus on what Richard Bernstein calls “an ethos of democracy” many see his work as an early communitarian response to liberalism that might address the issues of modern disenchantment as highlighted by Bauman and Habermas.16 Some see him as simply advocating the introduction of conflict resolution procedures to politics made necessary by the increasing polarization of the American polity,17 while some see him as the American heir to the existential Marxism of the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 184418 who might address the poverty of contemporary American consumer culture. Finally others see Dewey as a liberal technocrat attempting to place politics into the hands of specialists and experts, an understanding of Dewey that has persisted ever since he emerged upon the American cultural and philosophic consciousness.19

Despite the present interpretive pluralism surrounding Dewey’s work, a growing body of theorists agrees that Dewey should be regarded as a “deliberative democrat.” Not only do many of Habermas’s interpreters note the similarity between Dewey and Habermas and therefore cast Dewey as an advocate of a communicative concept of justice20 but Habermas himself has acknowledged Dewey’s influence.21 Still others cast Dewey as an early advocate of a more classically liberal concept of deliberation where discussion produces pragmatic, amoral compromises that maximize the utility of conflicting parties.22 Finally, a feminist school of Dewey interpreters, such as Charlene Sigfried-Haddock, stress the emotional, empathetic effects of dialogue present in Dewey’s work that he gained through his experience with the settlement house movement in both Chicago and New York.23

Much of this work is original and insightful. Yet none of it makes full use of the conceptual resources that Dewey’s understanding of the practice of collective inquiry provides for the problems modern individuals face in politically orienting themselves in contemporary global society. Specifically, most of it overlooks its most important possible resource, Dewey’s aesthetic theory. It is through spatial and temporal concepts that Dewey understands the basic process for experiencing confusion, generating creative responses, and expanding the scale of perspective from that confusion that characterizes political dialogue such as the plen-T-plaint described by Frank and the tendency to “to slice the great overwhelming fear into smaller and manageable bits” observed by Bauman. This process is fraught with difficulty, as strange and novel social interpretations throw the individual into more profound realms of self-doubt and lack of clarity. When individuals experience such profound confusion, Dewey posits that they can only rely on an intuition-like perception of the spatiotemporal relationship between themselves and their environment to guide their attempts to forge common meaning. He refers to this sensed quality as the “aesthetics” of a situation. Shusterman summarizes Dewey’s observation that thinking includes both a conscious, semiotic and an unconscious aesthetic aspect by stating, “experience of immediate, non-discursive quality not only underlies but must guide all discursive thought.”24 It is my contention that this precognitive aspect of inquiry and the habits that support its use has profound importance for theorizing how individuals can use face-to-face communication to mediate between their individual perspectives and their liquid social environment. Stressing that these meditative habits engender the broadening of conceptual practices and the cultivation of moral and political biases, I shall establish a concrete link between Dewey’s phenomenological account of thinking and the multiple goals of intellectual, moral, and emotional social integration of a post-conventional, spatially-sensitive Sittlichkeit.

In addition to stressing the importance of Dewey’s aesthetic thought to identifying practices that allow the formation of mediatory relationships between selves and an increasingly liquid world, this argument is unusual in interpreting Dewey’s social theory through his aesthetic work.25 It is rarely noted that Dewey examined his contemporary society’s spatial and temporal qualities. This endeavor puts him in the company of not only Bauman, but also neo-Marxist thinkers such as David Harvey who observes, “the fierce spatiotemporalites of daily life—driven by technologies that emphasize speed and rapid reductions in the friction of distance and of turnover times—preclude time to image or construct alternatives other than those forced unthinkingly upon us as we rush to perform our respective professional roles in the name of technological progress and endless capital accumulation.”26 Compare this quote to one of Dewey’s description, of life in 1927: “Nothing stays long put, not even the associations by which business and industry are carried on. The mania for motion and speed is a symptom of the restless instability of social life, and it operates to intensify the causes from which it springs.” (PAP, LW: 2, 322) For Dewey, however, this “mania for motion” undermines citizens’ attempts to both individually and collectively understand their world. Furthermore, Dewey’s emphasis upon the study of geography suggests the importance of understanding the spatial relationships of social phenomenon in his social theory. Therefore, his aesthetic framework can generate concrete analyses of the contemporary social phenomena that encourage and discourage discursive practices which could communicatively rebuild “cognitive maps,”27 that would represent the connections obscured by the spatial and temporal vicissitudes of contemporary experience. There is much to be gained in reading Dewey this way, as this analysis results in new strategies for both analyzing the power relations that undermine communicative ethics and envisioning how discussion might help individuals to orient themselves in the rapid flux of the contemporary political world.

Finally, if Dewey’s understanding of how individuals collectively reconstruct their intellectual, moral and emotional relationship to their larger environment can be interpreted as the basis for actual practices and associations, the relationship of elective affinity I previously outlined between Dewey and these spatially sensitive Marxists becomes one of Dewey providing concrete methods for addressing contemporary social problems. Most notably, his understanding of classroom discussion can act as a model which can be used to elaborate actual communicative practices in associations that encourage post-conventional Sittlichkeit necessary to undergird democratic justice in a liquid world. Guided by a “teacher/organizer” who would regulate the general spatio-temporal qualities of discussion, these associations would assist individuals in linking their seemingly isolated actions to their public implications while protecting them from the liquid aesthetics that cause the experience of political schizophrenia, confusion, and disempowerment. Though these links would come to form a common map of understanding that would ground discussion on particular issues, it would not negate political disagreement. Thus with such concrete institutional assistance, individuals might overcome the difficulties inherent in this collaborative mapping of the public and more readily participate in democratic politics.

To summarize, John Dewey can provide insights into both the experience and sustenance of a post-conventional Sittlichkeit that enables and encourages individuals to both construct the mediative intellectual, moral and emotional frameworks necessary to locate oneself in contemporary liquid society and to use these maps to mediate their connection to the larger social environment. The key to these practices lies in the inherent human ability to use their precognitive “sense” to communicatively reconstruct problematic situations with others, a process Dewey formalizes in his analysis of thinking. When individuals simultaneously use this sense to relate seemingly disparate concepts into systems of related ideas28 and integrate these systems into their own consciousness, they endow them with emotional and moral significance. The individual’s specific reactions to felt “aesthetics” depends on habits that can be honed to better assist them in dealing with social and moral uncertainty. But without conscious modification of these habits, they take on the spatial and temporal qualities of their environment, which in contemporary society, are characterized by flux, chaos and “liquidity” that undermine individuals’ connection to the world. To counteract these social impediments it is necessary to encourage associations that exhibit aesthetics hospitable to thinking, similar to those Dewey outlines in his pedagogic work, especially within his writings upon the pedagogy of geography. The argument will proceed in six steps:

First, it will explore how the uncertainty, disenchantment, and confusion caused by modernity
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