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Note on Conventions

Works by John Dewey

Southern Illinois University Press publishes a collection of John Dewey’s complete works in 37 volumes. They are separated into three sections: The Early Works, The Middle Works, and The Later Works. In order to facilitate comparison between the chapters, all in-text references will be to these volumes according to page number. However, in order to maintain the sense of historical progression that a study such as this one values, the original publication dates have been maintained throughout.

Works by Plato and Aristotle

Where possible, the Stephanus and Bekker paginations have been included in references to Plato and to Aristotle, respectively.


Dewey and the Ancients: Editor’s Introduction

Christopher C. Kirby

You are right in affirming that the finest spirits among the philosophers are of no service to the multitude. But bid him blame for this uselessness, not the finer spirits, but those who do not know how to make use of them.

Plato, 489b

On June 2, 1952, the New York Times featured an entry of more than 3000 words in its obituary section with the headline, “Dr. John Dewey Dead at 92; Philosopher a Noted Liberal.” It began:

Dr. John Dewey, the philosopher from whose teachings has grown the school of progressive education and “learning by doing,” died of pneumonia in his home, 1158 Fifth Avenue, at 7 o’clock last night. He was 92 years old. (Nytimes.com, 2013)

That the death of an academic, who had been retired for over 20 years, garnered such a lengthy tribute is clearly a consequence of Dewey’s notoriety. But notoriety can sometimes be a double edged sword, simultaneously keeping a figure’s thoughts relevant while obscuring subtleties under a public gloss. While Dewey’s death certainly captivated professional philosophers, as it symbolized for many the end of the pragmatic era in American philosophy, it held great public significance as well.1 The write up in the Times not only praised his work in educational reform, but also recounted his political progressivism, lecture tours of the Orient, administration of the 1937 Trotsky trials in Mexico, and his warning about Japan and Germany before World War II. It also addressed his activities with the Teachers Guild and opposition to teacher loyalty oaths under McCarthyism. That so much of this piece focused on Dewey’s public life, whereas only a scant few lines referenced his weighty philosophical contributions, suggests those outside of the profession remembered Dewey for his deeds, rather than his ideas. Of course, Dewey always advocated living one’s philosophy, and he was committed to his role as a public intellectual, but he also was fond of saying, “I’m just a philosopher; I’m just trying to think; that’s all I’m doing” (Lamont, 1959, p. 126). Despite the Socratic admonition found in the Republic, Dewey seems to be one of those finer spirits that was of great use to the multitude—something that has been both a boon and a challenge for scholars interested in examining his work.

In the six decades since his death, Dewey’s work has inspired a staggering amount of research and secondary literature on various aspects of his philosophy. Yet, in all of that effort, one could nearly count on one hand the number of philosophical investigations made into Dewey’s interest in ancient thought, despite the fact that his writings contain numerous instances of admiration and criticism of figures such as Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle. This lack of scholarly interest in Dewey’s connection with ancient philosophy is particularly odd when compared with statements made by his friends and colleagues in the few years surrounding his death. For instance, Alvin Johnson, President Emeritus of the New School for Social Research, on the occasion of Dewey’s ninetieth birthday hailed him as the “latest of the Greek philosophers.” This statement was read again in its entirety ten years later by Corliss Lamont, before a small gathering of Dewey’s closest associates. Those in attendance seemed to agree with Johnson’s sentiment, which continued:

But have you not been fighting the Greek philosophers? So you have: Greek philosopher has fought Greek philosopher since before Thales and Heraclitus the Obscure. But in one thing you, John Dewey, and the Greeks are one. You have all fought Fear … You, John Dewey and your fellow Greek philosophers are the supreme exorcists of fear. One who has sat at your Greek feet fears not the lurking demon, the malevolent spirit of the men of other ideas, the alleged corruption of morals, the vast bogeys of ideologies. Your followers accept with gratitude the green earth under the wide blue sky, fearing nothing, least of all death, the one opiate of the people.2 (Lamont, 1959, pp. 139–40)

As a trained classicist, it is perhaps not surprising that Johnson should see Greek themes in Dewey’s work, but he also had first-hand evidence for drawing such a comparison.

One such instance occurred in 1934 when Dewey submitted his general definition of philosophy for an article in Johnson’s The Encyclopedia of Social Sciences (Dewey, 1934). He wrote, “In Greek philosophy the problems of Western philosophy are either formulated or adumbrated. … For Greece was a ground for exhibiting and proving most of the difficulties that arise in the collective relation of man to nature and fellow man” (Dewey, 1934, p. 19). On the surface, such a statement seems fairly innocuous. Granted, every rudimentary definition of philosophy begins with the Greeks; however, those familiar to Dewey’s way of thought will notice two important implications underlying his typically prosaic style.

First, by casting the perennial problems of philosophy as “difficulties” within a “collective relation,” Dewey reveals his commitment to a general study of human experience, an issue which undergirded his experimental, instrumental, and naturalist proclivities. Dewey believed experience consisted of alleviating “problematic situations” arising in the precarious, “aleatory world” of nature. A prominent, if not the outstanding, concern of his 68-year career was aimed at working out the “generic traits” of the organic nexus in which intelligence is connected to its environing conditions, both natural and cultural. In works like The Quest for Certainty (1929) and Knowing and the Known (co-authored with Arthur Bentley in 1949), Dewey went to great lengths to dissolve the longstanding picture in Western epistemology of an outer world, antecedent to and given over by experience to some inner, mental realm in which knowledge was thought to be held. Elsewhere, he maintained that experience is not separate from nature, but is both in and of nature and that whatever something is, is just what it is experienced as. Unfortunately, such claims may be helpful only after one has felt the dissolution of such dualisms, and those who failed to do so often criticized Dewey’s efforts as just one more example of subjectivity gone awry in empiricism, à la George Berkeley. As such, many have called this aspect of Dewey’s thought his “metaphysics of experience.”3 Yet, while Dewey’s account of experience could be characterized as systematic, he is probably not a metaphysician in the sense that commentators often portray him. In his Transforming Experience (1998), Michael Eldridge wrote that such a reading, “still seems infected by the psychic interpretation—experience is a person’s thinking-feeling reaction to events” (Eldridge, 1998, p. 14). Yet, whether or not Dewey’s intent was metaphysical in any sense, there is no disputing that the explication of his view of experience, and its various modes, was certainly one of the overarching goals of his philosophical corpus.4

Also obscured behind Dewey’s ostensibly benign statement about the Greeks is a theme which scholars often call his therapeutic, or reconstructive, project. Dewey viewed the abstract, theoretical “problems of Western philosophy” as the central obstacle to working out the more practical “problems of men.” Yet, by referring to the philosophical problems of the Greeks as difficulties, instead of dilemmas (or, perhaps worse, antinomies), Dewey’s optimism and commitment to amelioration becomes clear and one finds, in a single statement, a direct line drawn from the “problems of men” to the “problems of philosophy.” This jibes nicely with the complaints Dewey made in Human Nature and Conduct (1922) and Experience and Nature (1925) about what he termed “the philosophic fallacy” of assuming “whatever is found true under certain conditions may forthwith be asserted universally or without limits and conditions” (Dewey, 1922, p. 175). What he sought to undermine was not philosophic practice, per se, but rather the type of “selective emphasis” which abstracted from, and never rejoined, the concrete life of experience.

Of course, the obvious question is whether or not Dewey himself fell prey to this mistake. After all, how does one espouse a “general theory of experience” while advocating a tentative, experimental practical program? At first blush, it would seem the ongoing challenge for Dewey scholars would always be the reconciliation of these two strands of thought. Indeed, some have even argued one must be ignored if the other is to be taken seriously. As Richard Rorty put it,

Throughout his life, [Dewey] wavered between a therapeutic stance toward philosophy and another, quite different, stance—one in which philosophy was to become “scientific” and “empirical” and to do something serious, systematic, important, and constructive. Dewey sometimes described philosophy as the criticism of culture, but he was never quite content to think of himself as a kibitzer or a therapist or an intellectual historian. He wanted to have things both ways. (Rorty, 1982, p. 73)

It certainly is true that Dewey often spoke about philosophy in various senses, which lent a peculiar sort of ambiguity to his writing, especially when his attention turned toward the history of philosophy. Nonetheless, the essays in this volume will attempt to clarify both aspects of Dewey’s thought—his captivation with experience and his therapeutic aims—as essential to understanding his take on ancient philosophy. Unfortunately, the general weight of scholarly opinion has conceded that Dewey only returned to Greek philosophy from time to time in order to problematize it; that is, to move past it in favor of philosophical reconstruction.

However, while Dewey’s treatment of the Greeks was often critical, it is not clear his motivations were strictly polemical. Nor is it obvious Dewey invoked the Greeks merely for their historical significance. As he asserted in that 1934 Encyclopedia entry, reference to the Greeks is not “a mere matter of chronological priority,” but rather “an essential part of a definition of philosophy,” because of the “extraordinary capacity of the Greek mind for observation,” as well as “the traits of Greek culture,” which formed “the very stuff out of which philosophy is made” (Dewey, 1934, p. 19). Of course, one could dismiss this tribute as mere literary flourish, or just a symptom of what happened whenever Dewey turned away from reconstruction, and dismissals such as these might point to why only a handful of scholars, since his death in 1952, have mentioned the influence of Greek thought on his development.

However, there are a number of curiosities surrounding Dewey’s relationship with the Greeks which might preclude such a hasty brushing aside. In general terms, it could be argued Dewey’s view of the aims and purpose of philosophy seems to fall right in line with those of the ancients. Even though Dewey was at times sharply critical of the Greeks, especially with regard to what he called “the spectator theory” of knowledge critiqued in The Quest for Certainty, he seemed to identify strongly with the spirit of their approach to philosophy. By Dewey’s estimation, a philosopher has a responsibility to be just as concerned with public issues as esoteric ones. Like Socrates before him, Dewey aimed at being a cultural gadfly and midwife to the future. In fact, Dewey so regularly commented on public issues that by the end of his career a controversy was widely considered unsettled until Dewey had weighed in on it.

More specific corollaries can also be drawn from some of Dewey’s own comments. As he put it in an auto-biographical essay written near the end of his career, “nothing could be more helpful to present philosophizing than a ‘Back to Plato movement’” (Dewey, 1930b, p. 154). Of course, the Plato which he had in mind in this prescription was not, for Dewey, the author of an “all-comprehensive and overriding system,” which he suspected was largely a fabrication that “later interpretation has … conferred upon him as a dubious boon” (1930b, p. 154). Rather, despite the anti-democratic themes of the Republic, Dewey seems to have admired Plato for his dialectical style as well as his practical and social aims. It is somehow fitting that the man who, on his ninetieth birthday, said: “Democracy begins in conversation,” should admit he had always hoped philosophy would return to the “inquiring Plato of the Dialogues,” not the “artificial” Plato who is viewed by professional philosophers as “the original university professor” (1930, p. 154). Such comments hardly sound like those written by someone seeking to move beyond Greek thought, but rather one who is looking to employ it towards a richer vision of the future.

Dewey’s interest in the Greeks did not stop with Plato, though. Many of Dewey’s former students at Columbia have made explicit reference to Aristotle’s influence on his naturalism. As John Herman Randall, Jr. put it, when considering Dewey’s functionalism alongside his social and ethical concepts, Dewey could be seen as “an Aristotelian more Aristotelian than Aristotle himself” (Schilpp, 1939, p. 102). And, according to Herbert Schneider, “Dewey was studying Aristotle’s Ethics intensively while he was writing his Human Nature and Conduct” (Anton, 2005, p. 200). In more recent studies Dewey’s Aristotelian sympathies largely have been understated, perhaps due in part to the popularity of Rorty’s neo-pragmatic interpretation. Equally relevant to this trend might be the fact that most of Dewey’s early exposure to Aristotelianism came through a Hegelian lens. It was not until later in his career, through the influence of his Columbia colleague F. J. E. Woodbridge, that he developed a robust understanding of Aristotle.

Reconnecting Dewey to Greek thinkers may also go a long way toward answering those questions regarding his status as a “metaphysician” (a term Rorty liked to use with an air of derision). As Raymond Boisvert argues in a monograph on Dewey’s Metaphysics (1988), Dewey aligned with Aristotle
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