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I don’t suggest the emperor had no clothes.: We all admire John Dewey’s
work; it formed and inspired us. He thought extensively, worked hard, and
composed an unparalleled corpus, exemplary in scope and influence. Yet his
thought looms large, especially among theorists of education. Do we overvalue
it, narrowing our horizon to his concerns?

Dewey lived a human life, like ourselves, like the woman in the next office,
the man down the hall, or those in the pantheon—Plato, Aquinas, Descartes, or
Nietzsche. All of us, the raw student and the hallowed name, are simply
human. As we meet—in and across both time and space—we do so as peers,
toe to toe, at once equals yet each unique.

And in our interactions, comprising human, all-too-human lives, we try to
judge ourselves and others rightly even though the just estimation never gets
given, clearly marked as true. Judging worth in the face of uncertainty, we
approximate sound evaluation, an estimate that fluctuates around positives
and negatives, we modulate our estimates, never able to claim certainty, fully
attained.

Further complicating the positives and negatives, a double uncertainty
arises from the interactive flux of life. What strengths and weaknesses do we
perceive in those whom we assess? And how do our affinities and aversions,
our own dispositions—enthused, credulous, worldly, cautious, skeptical—bias
our perceptions of others?

We all learn that we might err in perceiving. In Hans Christian Andersen’s
beloved tale, the swindling weavers played on this caution to get the emperor
and his people, the high and the low, to misjudge what plainly met their eyes.
While weaving the emperor’s finery, the pair repeatedly warned everyone that
their handiwork would appear invisible to the “unusually stupid” or someone

1 Andersen, 1837.
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“unfit for his office.” Together, this combination can induce big errors in the
shared estimate of reputations.

On one side, mystified by something of high repute, but feeling devoid of
pretension about it, we are all inclined to hold ourselves unusually stupid—of
course, not globally, but with the specific at hand. “I just don’t get it. But who
am I? If they say it’s so, it must be right”—Dbe it classical music, abstract art,
macroeconomics, or whatever. But by itself, the ordinary person’s self-
effacement wouldn’t have made the weavers’ swindle work, for prudent
expertise would dependably have spoken up. But it didn’t. Those, like us, who
fancy we enjoy some repute, relative to a matter in repute, avoid seeming unfit
for our status, seriously biasing our judgment. If I can’t see a virtue that other
experts see, or if another discovers a virtue that I fail to perceive, I lose face
and maybe even more.

Hence, as a public reputation grows, good or bad, ordinary complaisance
and expert conformity both strengthen. With this combination at work, a
misperception builds and persists, as in Andersen’s tale. The swindle worked
until a child blurted out, “he hasn’t got anything on!” Being too naive to doubt
what she saw, and too young to have her motive questioned, she made the
misjudgment obvious to all and even the shivering emperor suspected she was
right.

Having reached an age and status often described as a second childhood, I
will say what seems plain to me. Through a combination of general
complaisance and expert conformism, we educational theorists have inflated
Dewey’s deserved reputation far beyond what the quality of his work can
sustain. Less naive than Andersen’s child, I state my view as a reasoned
hypothesis, indicating why I think it merits consideration.

First, in “Reconstructing Reconstruction,” I recount briefly how Dewey
initially formed an aspiration to act, putting forth a program for reconstruction
in philosophy, education, and social life. Through reconstruction he sought to
overcome chronic dislocations in social life by rejecting the faulty intellectual
heritage that had induced and sustained them, replacing it with generative
ideas, soundly grounded instrumentalities for a more humane conduct of life.
Second, in “Reconstruction, Just So,” I indicate the nub of my hypothesis,
namely that Dewey pursued the negative part of his program for
reconstruction—his rejection of past thinkers and their thinking—through a
vacuous form of historical reason, weakening his positive program for a
naturalistic humanism, one more instrumental in the art of living. Here I
explain my hypothesis by sampling a spectrum of evidence selectively. Then in
the 3rd and 4th sections, “Dewey’s Persistent Kantian Misconstruction” and
“Woozling in Reverse,” I criticize Dewey on Kant and Hegel, showing how a
misplaced animus weakened how he mobilized historical resources for his
work. In the 5th section, “Envoi,” I suggest how historical reason can anticipate
future possibilities and thus inform present action, and I call on all to use it in
humanizing the life world we share.



Reconstructing Reconstruction

Scholars have documented Dewey’s life and work thoroughly.2 My thesis
does not rest on newly discovered materials. Let’s ground it instead by looking
at available materials in a more critical spirit than has been the norm. But
first, we need to note some highpoints in Dewey’s education and early career as
he formed an active program for reconstruction in philosophy, education, and
society, which he then steadily pursued through his mature work.

Thinking precedes thought; acting before action. Youthful wondering
preceded Dewey’s formed ideas about reconstruction. Looking back at 71,
Dewey narrated how active goals of reconstruction engaged him long before he
linked them with that term. As an undergraduate, religious conflicts roiled him
and “social interests and problems” moved him. Exploring those in the college
library, Dewey encountered Harriet Martineau’s presentation of Auguste
Comte’s positive philosophy. Much in it did not catch his interest, “but
[Comte’s] idea of the disorganized character of Western modern culture, due to
a disintegrative ‘individualism,’ and his idea of a synthesis of science that
should be a regulative method of an organized social life, impressed me
deeply.” (LW5: 153-4)° Here Dewey succinctly identified the start of his lifelong
commitment to reconstruction, an effort to cut the disintegrative individualism
endemic in Western culture from its roots, replacing it with an instrumental
synthesis of science regulating the organization of social life.+

Graduating in 1879, still a raw youth of only 20 years, Dewey took 15 years
to form his Comtean aspiration fully into his program for reconstruction in
philosophy, education, and society. He marked time for three years, earned his
Ph.D. in two, and then started teaching at the University of Michigan at 25 in
1884. In 1886, he married Alice Chipman, and soon he had a growing family, a
straitened budget, and a full calendar of activity. Success was less an
achievement, more an imperative. A research scholar, he produced: articles in
the Journal of Speculative Philosophy, Andover Review, Science, Bibliotheca
Sacra, and a bunch in the prestigious journal, Mind. In 1887, his substantial
textbook, Psychology, won good reviews and wide course adoptions. A year

2 See Schilpp, ed. (1939}; White (1943); Dykhuizen (1973); Hickman (1990);
Rockefeller (1991); Westbrook (1991); Ryan (1995); Martin (2002); Dalton
(2002); & Cochran, ed. (2010)

3 I cite Dewey from The Collected Works of John Dewey, 1882-1953. Electronic
Edition, eds. Jo Ann Boydston and Larry Hickman, (Charlottesville, VA:
InteLex Corporation, 2003) by Early Works (EW), Middle Works (MW), Late
Works (LW), by volume and page number, e.g. (MW1: 100-5).

4 To grasp what excited Dewey, see Comte (1880), esp. Introduction, Ch. I, pp.
25-35, and Book VI, Ch. I, pp. 399-439. Comte held that for the past 300
years, Order, grounded in metaphysics, and Progress, driven by empirical
science, had conflicted anarchically. A positive social physics needed to
replace metaphysics as the foundation of Order, enabling Order and
Progress to synthesize constructively.
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later, his careful critique, Leibniz's New Essays Concerning the Human
Understanding, followed. At 28, his career was off and running and would
continue unabated for another 65 years.

Catapulting as a student and novice professor through the 1880s, Dewey
rapidly absorbed knowledge and a professional role, that of an emerging
authority in the history of philosophy with an interest in philosophical
psychology, the rising protégé of Professor George Morris. Dewey’s first two
books and his essays prior to 1889 fit this role, advancing views quite different
from the program for reconstruction in philosophy that he would soon start
enunciating.’ Late in the decade, however, Dewey began to break from Morris.
In 1888, Dewey jumped to the University of Minnesota, in search of better pay
and a clearer path up the academic ranks. Early in 1889, an event erased any
potential ambivalence about going it alone. Morris died unexpectedly. That fall,
at 30, Dewey returned, newly promoted, to head Michigan’s philosophy
department. Dewey grasped his main chance, blossoming as he defined his
distinctive life work.

Reconstruction had already entered Dewey’s vocabulary in two distinct
senses. The first came from the faculty psychology of Dewey’s youth, indicating
what the imagination does in reconstructing stored-away data into active
memories.® Dewey spoke of reconstruction in this established sense in his first
book, Psychology: “Our past experiences are gone.... They have no existence
until the mind reconstructs them.” (EW2: 155) Examples of this usage scatter
throughout Dewey’s work, generalized to apply to various mental activities, for
instance, most famously in Dewey’s definitions of education: “We thus reach a
technical definition of education: It is that reconstruction or reorganization of
experience which adds to the meaning of experience, and which increases
ability to direct the course of subsequent experience.” (MW9: 82) As here, this
usage frequently appeared reinforced with synonyms, and Dewey used this
ordinary sense, sometimes strategically, again as here, but not distinctively, in
common with all who speak of the process of reconstructing one thing or
another.

5 Dewey’s role at this stage aligned very well to his findings in his “Inventory of
Philosophy Taught in American Colleges” (1886), (LW1: 116-121). Strong
publications that fit this role included: Psychology (1887) (EW2: 1-365);
Leibniz’s New Essays (1888), (EW1: 251-435); “Psychology as Philosophic
Method” (1886) (EW1: 144-167); “Knowledge as Idealization” (1887), (EW1:
176-193); “Ethics and Physical Science” (1887), (EW1: 205-226); and “The
Ethics of Democracy” (1888), (EW1: 227-249). Within this role, Dewey’s
publications devoted much more attention to Kant than to Hegel, perhaps
deferring to George Morris as the authority on Hegel.

6 A typical usage from Porter (1871): 412: “It is not enough, however, that the
memory suggests all that she has gathered, unless the imagination
reconstructs and recombines in relations as yet untried and unknown.”
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In his book on Leibniz, Dewey had introduced a second sense of
reconstruction, indicating not what minds generally do, but what philosophers
specifically do. He extracted the root meaning from Descartes: “the method of
philosophy consists in the analysis of any complex group of ideas down to
simple ideas which shall be perfectly clear and distinct; that all such clear and
distinct ideas are true, and may then be used for the synthetic reconstruction
of any body of truth.” (EW2: 272) Later in the work, Dewey began to give it a
more systemic sense: if altering a key idea transformed controlling,
foundational concepts, working the reconstruction fully through would fully
transform a system of thought. Dewey described how Leibniz, pace Locke,
found no grounds for necessity in experience. Hence, “both form and content,
accordingly, need to be reconstructed [by Leibniz] if they are to be worthy of the
name of science or of knowledge.” (EW2: 326, cf. 416) More than a method for
doing philosophy, Dewey made it the basis for a life agenda of work.

Reconstructing, in its first sense, as a mental activity, occurs throughout
Dewey’s work. We may encounter it, but not as a primary concern.
Reconstruction, in its second sense, as a philosophic transformation carried
through by specific thinkers, also occurs throughout Dewey’s work. In this
sense, reconstruction indicated the outcome of philosophic inquiry and
argumentation more than the unfolding of a general intellectual process. This
reconstruction made past sources of error and discord inoperative and replaced
them with instrumental resources for guiding current and future activity. We
will concentrate on it in criticizing the program Dewey developed and pursued
as his life work, reconstruction in philosophy, education, and social life.

Following Morris’s death, Dewey rapidly developed his program of
reconstruction. By 1890-91, in essays on the self in relation to Kant and Hegel
(EW3: 56-74), on moral theory and practice (EW3: 93-109), and on logical
theory (EW3: 125-141), Dewey repeatedly used the concept of reconstruction in
explaining the fundamental contradiction in contemporary life between the
promise of scientific rationality and the senescence of accompanying
metaphysical ideas about human action and morality. He structured the last
essay on the present position of logical theory to explain the task the
reconstructive agenda would take up. “Science has got far enough along to
make its negative attitude towards previous codes of life evident, while its own
positive principle of reconstruction is not yet evident.” These reflections
climaxed in questioning where logical theory stood in the present: “when we
speak of the rationality, of the intrinsic meaning of fact, can these terms be
understood in their direct and obvious sense, and not in any remote, or merely
metaphysical sense?” (EW3: 125-129) This and similar questions rhetorically
implied a reconstruction in logic and thought, one that required our “acting on
it, only ambulando,” on our feet: to allow scientific rationality to guide practical
life by putting a stop to remote, metaphysical thought (EW3:140-141).

Two years later, James Tufts recommended his friend and colleague Dewey
to head the philosophy department at the University of Chicago. Up to this
time, Dewey had integrated his philosophic career into a context of Christian
observance, conventional through the 19t century in American higher
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education. A small community, Ann Arbor clustered some 10,000 people
around an academic institution that fulfilled familiar collegiate roles with
intimations of becoming a large research and teaching institution. Already,
Dewey had been taking the train west from Ann Arbor to Chicago, 5 hours or
so, to participate in the social reform activities of Hull House. And Chicago’s
philosophy department included pedagogy, a path to apply reconstruction
directly in life. With the move, he could better put his reconstructive program
into practice.

Mid-May 1894, Michigan students, sad and proud, hung Dewey’s portrait in
Newberry Hall, and gathered to hear him address the Students’ Christian
Association one last time. “No one can afford to miss the privilege of hearing
him.” (CJD1: #00125)" Dewey was not merely moving from one university to
another; he was marking a significant change in his work and the context he
set it in. He bid farewell to an academic institution and to its students, but the
institution and his students were an ethos of activity, a community, a way of
living with which he had identified. Dewey simply called his farewell,
“Reconstruction.” (EW4: 96-105) His words explained his own reconstruction,
why he was leaving the practice of philosophy within the ethos of a Christian
community to embrace an effort to reconstruct the secular world with a
philosophy of life grounded on scientific principles.

For an unassuming man, Dewey depicted a remarkable challenge. As an
historical advent, pursued for centuries, Christianity had advanced three great
ideals: first, “the value, the inalienable worth, of the individual soul,” second,
personal participation in a Kingdom of God in which people bound themselves
together “in one harmonious whole of sympathy and action;” and third, the
revelation of a truth to man that sufficed supreme, without ambiguities, for the
guidance of life. Dewey averred that historically Christians had achieved each
sufficiently to make them habitual, matters of lip service, and consequently
that these great ideals had ceased to work as aspirations. Their redemptive
power had thereby disappeared.

Like many others in his time, Dewey was moving into a secular world.
Christianity had become an ineffectual shell, lacking moral force. The material
power of science incessantly destabilized a moral order shakily secured by
outworn, ineffectual habits. Piecemeal solutions to specific dislocations would
not suffice. Science must become a method of truth, not only for the control of
the material world, but as “the actual incarnation of truth in human experience
and the necessity of giving heed to it.” Remote, merely metaphysical thinking
impeded the sound use of scientific method in conducting human affairs.
Breaking the ghostly grip on historical life and infusing experience with
methods of conduct based on sound science became the mission guiding his
work. Reconstruction had to decouple the engine of science from traditional
philosophy to enable it guide practical life with tested, instrumental knowledge,

71 cite Dewey from The Correspondence of John Dewey, ed. Larry Hickman,
(Charlottesville, VA: InteLex Corporation, 2008) (CJD), by volume and letter
number, e.g. (CJD1: #00125).



or as Dewey put it years later, knowledge which “is instrumental to the
enrichment of immediate experience through the control over action that it
exercises.”®

On moving to Chicago, Dewey’s life became more thoroughly secular and his
commitment to reconstruction filled out conceptually and practically, more
actively, on his feet. Dewey worked reflectively and energetically to reconstruct
the practice of education. In “My Pedagogic Creed” Dewey closely connected
education to reconstructing in both its senses: as a cognitive process, “I
believe..., that education must be conceived as a continuing reconstruction of
experience; that the process and the goal of education are one and the same
thing;” and as a sociocultural program, “I believe that education is a regulation
of the process of coming to share in the social consciousness; and that the
adjustment of individual activity on the basis of this social consciousness is the
only sure method of social reconstruction.” (EWS5: 91 & 93)

Reconstruction rested on education, the existential starting point for all
persons, and as Dewey’s summative concern, reconstruction encompassed all
of life. An all-encompassing reach distinctively characterized Dewey’s life work,
and it derived from his program of reconstruction. Donald F. Koch, editor of
Dewey’s class lectures on political philosophy, logic, and ethics, for 1892-1903,
treats them all as a massive effort in collaboration with his students to work
out the theoretical and practical implications of reconstruction as an
intellectual enterprise for the 20t century. (CLJD1)° The concept of
reconstruction in name and in substance made possible the extraordinary
scope of Dewey’s collected writings, an outsized assemblage of books, articles,
and other texts subjecting all walks of life to his reconstructive program.

Beginning with his reading of Comte, ending with his very late writings,
reconstruction as a program had a negative and a positive agenda.!’ The
negative consisted in Dewey’s efforts to break thought about human conduct

8 See Art as Experience (1934), (LW10: 294). Hickman (1990) illuminates
Dewey’s instrumentalism and makes good use of this passage from Dewey.

9 1 cite Dewey from The Class Lectures of John Dewey, ed. Donald F. Koch,
(Charlottesville, VA: InteLex Corporation, 2010) (CLJD), with the volume and
page number, e.g. (CLID1: 2247) [Yes, CLJD1 has 2,650 pages; one sees
references to CLJD2, but it does not seem available online through InteLex
or in print and I have been unable to use it.].

10 For the beginning, consider how Comte’s negative and positive agenda—
break the hold of metaphysics on Western culture in order to introduce
social physics as the regulative principle for the conduct of life—had excited
the young Dewey. Comte (1880), Book VI, Ch 1, 399-439. For the end,
consider this for the negative: “It [scientific naturalism| demands that
inquirers turn their backs completely upon formulations of knowledge
which are made in terms of any kind of relation or connection which is
taken and treated as peculiar to knowledge, whether it be called relation of
mind-matter, subject-object, self-world, individual-others, consciousness
within— things without, brain— not brain, or whatever.” Dewey (2012): 144.
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free from its roots in the remote, metaphysical systems of prior philosophy.
Through Dewey’s negative agenda of reconstruction, he argued strenuously
that philosophers should “turn their backs completely” on metaphysical
dualisms in the emerging scientific era. (Dewey 2012: 144) And the positive
encompassed Dewey’s efforts to ground principles for the rectification of
practice in education, public affairs, social, and aesthetic life, which we can
loosely sum up as his instrumentalism or experimentalism.

In what follows, I hypothesize that the trouble with reconstruction arose
primarily through Dewey’s pursuit of his negative agenda, an ill-conceived
polemic against the historical tradition in philosophy and its implications for
education and other humane concerns. To carry out his negative work, Dewey
needed to show that prominent thinkers of the past had formulated and
propagated unsound ideas, which present-day people should discard or ignore.
He tried to do that without engaging the erring ideas at close quarters. His
negative agenda became a blanket rejection, leading him to discard much of
potential value to his positive agenda. I believe constructive reconstruction—
adapting instrumental rationality for the guidance of practical life—also had
significant weaknesses, but I will leave the positive agenda and its weaknesses
for brief consideration in later sections.

In the next section, I criticize Dewey’s negative reconstruction by examining
some texts that exemplify significant limitations in his historical powers of
interpretation. These led to specious judgments and to his throwing out much
of potential value to his positive development of instrumental thinking. Then in
sections on Kant and Hegel, I suggest that Dewey’s pursuit of his negative
agenda in reconstruction weakened his capacity to develop his positive
program of reconstruction. If Dewey had worked more assiduously with the
intellectual traditions that he declared outmoded and irrelevant, he could have
strengthened his own positive vision concerning the value of scientific thinking
for the guidance of life. We should learn from the mistakes of the master: I
conclude calling for the more robust use of past philosophical and educational
thinking, prompting us as contemporary educational theorists to renew our
interest in literatures that carry the stigma of Dewey’s declarations of
irrelevance.

Reconstruction, Just So

Can we liken Dewey and Rudyard Kipling? They were contemporaries who
led different lives, but both could tell stories, Just so. Kipling gained renown for
it—the fanciful tales for his daughter explaining how the leopard got its spots,
the camel its hump, the first letter written, and many more.! Let’s see about
Dewey and the historical judgments on which he based his reconstructive
efforts in philosophy, education, and society.

Weve seen how Auguste Comte impressed Dewey. Undue individualism
destabilized Western society and culture, and thinkers needed to stabilize
things by synthesizing science into a positive philosophy of life, a social

11 Kipling (1902)



physics, as Comte called it. Dewey soon found other inspiration, but the intent
to rectify historical dislocation by using the potential social significance of
science remained the foundation of what Dewey wanted to accomplish. My
critique does not primarily contest Dewey’s positive vision. It was what it was. |
concentrate on Dewey’s negative agenda, his arguments that past philosophic
thought had no value or relevance in guiding present-day life. In many pages of
many works, Dewey contended that the thinking of past philosophers imparted
concepts, principles, and values inimical to the sound conduct of life in a fully
scientific age. Was Dewey’s historical argumentation sound? 12

While at Chicago, Dewey’s ideas about reconstruction matured, primarily
through his courses and through his practical efforts as an educational
reformer. His negative and positive agenda appeared from time to time in
essays, but the whole program was developing in a pupal stage. His thought
was ripening; his reputation building. To pursue his reconstructive ideas
effectively, he needed to write with authority for a readership of significant
stature and scope. For a public intellectual, New York provided the best base.
Arriving at Columbia in 1905, Dewey began to empower his program. The
success, financial and reputational, of Ethics, which Dewey and Tufts
published in 1908, added to Dewey’s stature. Then in 1910, he won a lasting
readership with How We Think.

We can take its Chapter 11 as an initial paradigmatic example of negative
and positive reconstruction in operation. In it, Dewey contrasted the negative,
long-established practices of empirically learning from experience, with the
positive practice of scientific method, yet to be applied to ordinary life. He
described empirical thinking briefly with no attention to the many different
contexts of its use. Then he surveyed three of its characteristic disadvantages
and closed reciting the many ways with empirical thinking “subsequent inquiry
and reflection are actually stifled.” Dewey immediately turned to a section on
“the scientific method,” beginning, of course, “in contrast.” With the ills of mere
empiricism left behind, scientific method could ground a sound program for
training all in the practice of thinking. (MW6: 296 & Part 3 passim.)

Dewey had made it as a public intellectual. A string of books followed
through the next four decades, all featuring variations on Dewey’s program of

12 T should briefly limit this question. Note that in Leibniz (1888) Dewey wrote
as in his nascent role as an historian of philosophy and grounded his
analysis in texts by Leibniz, Locke, and Kant admirably. Dewey and Tufts
grounded both editions of their textbook on Ethics well in the wide literature
relevant to a genetic presentation of ethical thought. From time to time, they
employ the concept of reconstruction, both as a process and a program, but
within their narrative of historical developments, not with their own
program of reconstruction. Dewey cited a full and appropriate grounding for
both Art as Experience (1934) and Logic: The Theory of Inquiry (1938), and
both point out his program for reconstruction in philosophy, education, and
social life, especially with respect to valuable aspects of his positive agenda.
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reconstruction. The specifics of the problematic varied in the way Dewey stated
them, but they all had a negative and positive side, obsolete antecedents that
blocked the full emergence of a sound sense of nature and of life within it.!"
Throughout these works, Dewey wrote ex cathedra extensively about his
program of reconstruction in philosophy, education, and cultural life. He
characterized traditional thinking negatively to delegitimate and suppress
metaphysical ideas that he thought were obstructing the emerging efforts to
apply to the conduct of life his positive agenda for reconstruction, variously
called instrumentalism, empirical naturalism, naturalistic empiricism,
experimentalism.

Reminiscing, Dewey observed that “schematic and formally logical” writing
came easily to him, while he found “the concrete, empirical, and ‘practical™
difficult. (LWS5: 150) With historical materials, Dewey relied heavily on his
facility for schemas, a risky way to write history for it can lead away from the
sources, shrouding both the complexity and the substance of past
achievements. Dewey had a wealth of synoptic knowledge—general views of the
whole, catch phrases about someone’s work, associations between the names
of persons and movements linked with diverse labels, keywords, leading ideas,

13 For instance:

e In Democracy and Education (1916): to provide “a critical estimate of the
theories of knowing and moral development which were formulated in
earlier social conditions, but which still operate, in societies nominally
democratic, to hamper the adequate realization of the democratic ideal.”
(MWO9: 3)

e In Reconstruction in Philosophy (1920): “to set forth the forces which make
intellectual reconstruction inevitable and to prefigure some of the lines upon
which it must proceed.” (MW 12: 79)

e In Human Nature and Conduct (1922): to promote a “morals based upon
concern with facts ... and guidance from knowledge of them,” ... to “put an
end to the impossible attempt to live in two unrelated worlds... [and| destroy
fixed distinction between the human and the physical, as well as that
between the moral and the industrial and political.” (MW 14: 11)

e In Experience and Nature (1925): “The chief obstacle to a more effective
criticism of current values lies in the traditional separation of nature and
experience, which it is the purpose of this volume to replace by the idea of
continuity.” (LW1: 9)

e In The Quest for Certainty (1929): to overcome the “exaltation of pure
intellect and its activity above practical affairs ... [and to end] the quest for a
certainty which shall be absolute and unshakeable.” (LW4: 5)

e In Art as Experience (1934): “A primary task is thus imposed upon one who
undertakes to write upon the philosophy of the fine arts. This task is to restore
continuity between the refined and intensified forms of experience that are
works of art and the everyday events, doings, and sufferings that are
universally recognized to constitute experience.” (LW10: 9.)

10



and memes— all packaged for easy apprehension. With a capsule for this, that,
and everything, Dewey had a knack for crafting truthy explanations.

Early on, G. Stanley Hall, a prominent psychologist a generation ahead of
Dewey, remarked on a variant prominent in Psychology, where “definitions
make the very fiber of the book.”1+ Exploiting his ability to craft general
explanations clearly, Dewey wrote an astonishing amount for encyclopedias—
Johnson’s Universal Cyclopedia (1894), Dictionary of Philosophy and Psychology
(1902), the Encyclopedia Americana (1904), Monroe’s Cyclopedia of Education
(1911-1913), the Encyclopedia and Dictionary of Education (1921), the
Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences (1933), and the International Encyclopedia of
Unified Science (1939).15 He filled his courses and his books with historical
synopses on diverse topics, applying his schemas to them, often highly
abstracted from the sources.

Let’s consider some instances, concentrating on Experience and Nature
(1925), for in it he gave a full, typical statement of both his negative and
positive agenda of reconstruction and he worried over it to an unusual degree,
revising it in 1929 in reaction to its initial reception. To begin, take two
sentences from chapter 3 on “Nature, Ends and Histories.” They exemplify
Dewey’s historical exposition of past thought at the level of the descriptive
sentence: “The doctrine of natural ends was displaced by a doctrine of designs,
ends-in-view, conscious aims constructed and entertained in individual minds
independent of nature. Descartes, Spinoza and Kant are upon this matter at
least in agreement with Bacon, Hume and Helvétius.” (LW1: 81) The six names
vaguely concretize “a doctrine of designs, ends-in-view, conscious aims
constructed and entertained in individual minds independent of nature,” an
abstract construct confected from ungrounded references. The displacing of
natural ends by a grab-bag doctrine joins numerous, unspecified texts in
evidencing agreement among major thinkers from different times and places
about a large, ill-defined transformation of thought. Did the six personages
agree? Not impossible, it seems.

As in other works, here Dewey rarely pointed to specific texts; he gave little
context; and he cited almost nothing in explaining his negative and positive
agenda for reconstruction. He concatenated capsule descriptions to explain the
need for each reconstructive move he had in mind. In this example, the
sentences asserting agreement among the six thinkers come from a paragraph
of nine such ungrounded assertions about the intellectual effects “in the
scientific revolution of the seventeenth century.” A lot happened according to
those nine sentences, but other than the six thinkers agreeing on the fate of
natural ends, no one did anything. The sentences simply described a lot of
abstract transformation having taken place, all in Dewey’s own words without
reference to agents, events, contexts, or sources. The chapter included 52 such

14 Hall (1887): 156.
15 EW4: 132-157; MW2: 141-270; MW3: 40-58; MW6: 359-467 & MW?7: 209-
365; MW13: 399-405; LW8: 3-39; LW13: 191-251
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ungrounded paragraphs. The upshot? “Thus the conception that thought is the
final and complete end of nature became a ‘rationalization’ of an existing
division of classes in society. The division of men into the thoughtless and the
inquiring was taken to be the intrinsic work of nature; in effect it was identical
with the division between workers and those enjoying leisure.” 16 Not impossible,
it seems. But, how do we know what the chapter concluded? We know it only
because Dewey chose to describe it, Just so.

Alas, Dewey’s schemas, his dropping names, his historical abstractions
glibly described, do not empower us as readers to say how we know what we
might think we know from what he asserted to have been the case. In
interpreting the life experience and the thinking of persons in other times and
other places, the historian’s art must give some grounding in actual texts set
sufficiently in their context to make an interpretation credible, and to link it
and its context to available sources so that others can interpret the matter
themselves. One cannot contest points, elaborate them, agree or disagree with
closed, encapsulated abstractions, unanchored to particular events that
comprised specific actions and actual contexts. The descriptions of traditional
thinking and its transformations elicit a shrug, not impossible, it seems, but
after a long series of not impossible, it seems, one wonders how the story always
turns out, just so.

In The Quest for Certainty, Dewey similarly dealt with other major thinkers,
presenting them through his own unanchored descriptions, without much
interpretative context, often as if the ideas deserved no provenance at all. He
provided little explication de texte, depicting The Quest at a remarkably high
level of generalization. Plato and Aristotle received scattered and conventional
mention, as did Locke, Berkeley, Hume, Mill, and Spencer. Dewey wrote about
Newton with a little fullness in “Ideas at Work,” and in the “Conflict of
Authorities,” he discussed Spinoza some, Kant more, Hegel a bit. But a well-
seasoned professor could have written it all consulting no sources. And given
such a parsimonious interpretative context, only an equally well-seasoned
reader could deal with Dewey’s story on anything other than a take-it or leave-
it basis.”

16 LW1: 69-99, quotation: 98. The chapter quotes, by name without source,
Goldenweiser (71-2) as an authority on early culture in one paragraph and
Jespersen (pp. 72-3) in another on the origin of language. Dewey also
included a quotation from Aristotle on leisure (p. 76).

17 The “Checklist of Dewey's References,” LW4: 292-3, looks modestly
impressive, but long later, the editors of his Works, supplied most of those
possible sources, “by reason of place or date of publication, general
accessibility during the period, or evidence from correspondence and other
materials,” for historical references that Dewey could have made off the top
of his head. Almost all the quotations and notes to the text that Dewey
made cited prominent recent scientists or science writers, Albert Einstein,
James Maxwell, Percy Bridgman, Frederick Barry, Edmund Noble, or Arthur
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Impersonal abstractions often labeled Dewey’s schemas, not names.
Throughout his writing, he often directed his negative reconstruction, at
“tradition,” and in The Quest he took it to the extreme. Tradition quested “for
certainty,” for “a peace which is assured,” for a stability “fulfilled in pure
knowing alone.” Tradition had power: it found “its way into all themes and
subjects, and determines the form of current problems and conclusions
regarding mind and knowledge.” (LW4: 7) Sometimes Dewey let a particular
thinker define tradition, which, as “formulated by Aristotle, ranked social arts
lower than pure intellectual inquiry, than knowledge as something not to be
put to any use, even a social and moral one.” (LW4: 61) Not impossible, it
seems. But did Aristotle really think what Dewey said he thought? And did
what Dewey said Aristotle thought really formulate what tradition stood for?
Not impossible, it seems. Dewey referred to tradition 145 times in the book:
when put together it said that tradition was the recursive sum of what Dewey
said it was. Not impossible, it seems....

Just so. “The whole classic tradition down to our day has continued to hold
a slighting view of experience as such, and to hold up as the proper goal and
ideal of true knowledge realities which even if they are located in empirical
things cannot be known by experimental methods.” (LW4: 22) Not impossible, it
seems. Happily, that sclerotic, yet powerful tradition embodied precisely what
would enable it to perform its get-lost role assigned to it in Dewey’s program for
reconstruction in philosophy. In his view, tradition required the separation of
knowing and doing; science could merge them; therefore, contemporary
thought could and should jettison tradition. In his turgid prose: “If,
accordingly, it can be shown that the actual procedures by which the most
authentic and dependable knowledge is attained have completely surrendered
the separation of knowing and doing; if it can be shown that overtly executed
operations of interaction are requisite to obtain the knowledge called scientific,
the chief fortress of the classic philosophical tradition crumbles into dust.”
(LW4: 64) Not impossible, it seems, but, oh! Just so!

Might tradition as a historical concept always encompass complex, multiple
ideas and aspirations so different, many-sided, both complementary and
discordant, ever in turmoil, so that they keep renewing their potency because
no person, group or era, not even Dewey, could encompass them to declare
them null and void? That’s not impossible, I say. Exactly so!

Dewey’s negative agenda for reconstruction set an impossible task, one
beyond the limits of historical reason. He devoted great energy to pursuing it
unnecessarily. Tradition has no actuality, no power to act. People thinking
historically, as Dewey attempted, can only postulate tradition as a noumenal
fiction outside the limits of historical experience—exactly the sort of regulative
idea that Dewey so railed against in Kant’s ethical thinking. Dewey’s Just So
stories, empty negations, could not set the problematic for reconstruction. In
pursuing his negative reconstruction Dewey refrained from considering

Eddington.
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particular texts by particular thinkers written in particular contexts. Without
such grounded interpretation, his criticisms had no import other than his
ungrounded declarations of opinion. Insofar as he believed those empty
opinions, he might have written off potential sources of useful concepts. That’s
the rub. Might he have done it differently?

In 1948 Dewey reintroduced Reconstruction in Philosophy to a mid-century
audience. He defended “what one of the milder of my critics has called ‘a sour
attitude’ toward the great systems of the past.” Not at all, Dewey chirped. He
admired the power and significance of those systems highly “with respect to
their connection with intellectual and moral issues of their own time and
place.” His doubts concerned only “their relevancy in a much changed human
situation,” that is, to the situation of Dewey and friends, to the time and place
of contemporary critics. In a new age, antiquarians could amuse themselves
with the great systems of yore, but for the conduct of contemporary life those
systems sowed dysfunctional confusion, requiring a reconstructive prophylactic
ensuring that contact with the source would bear no fruit. (MW 12: 257-259)

Let’s ask, do much changed human situations ipso facto make prior
thinking irrelevant? In limiting relevancy, what does Dewey’s phrase, “of their
own time and place,” really mean? Weary old Kant had never left Konigsberg.
Did his lifespan in that place define his “own time and place?” If the phrase
meant the time and place in which a thinker had lived, strictly speaking, say
for Plato, it would mean from roughly 400 to 350 BC, primarily Athens and
secondarily a few other points of reference in the Peloponnese and the Greek
Mediterranean. But would anyone, even Dewey, confine Plato’s time and place
so stringently? Well then, how could those later times and other places, each
“much changed,” come to hold Plato’s work to be “their own”? Historically
powerful ideas exert that power, not only in the time and place of their origin,
but in different times and distant places. How does that happen?

Maybe intellectual habit so extended Plato’s time and place, but not
probably, for history tells how the great currency of many thinkers during life
evaporated upon their deaths. How does the time of a few persist? Perhaps
synoptic history of the sort that Dewey practiced helped other times and other
places to make Plato their own. But that would not suffice, for when a time and
place have relied on synoptic histories to make foreign thinkers their own, they
took over, not vital thought, but the sterile dogmas of an alien occupation.

Doubtless, Plato’s own time and place extended so far beyond its original
Athens because newborn interpreters studied a distant, foreign Plato with care
and demonstrated to their time and place why Plato was indeed “their own.”
Without renewal by fresh readers, deep readers, the null hypothesis of history
holds: the dead have died and life moves on. But where intellectual life is
sound, fresh readers continually knead their intellectual resources to draw
from them concepts that illuminate the realities of their much-changed
circumstances. Was Dewey a fresh reader? Or did his strategy of
reconstruction prejudge the irrelevance of prior systems? Did Dewey’s practice
of reconstruction in philosophy and education include significant effort to
renew works of the past by looking for their potential relevance as a positive

14



resource for addressing the circumstances of his time? Let’s explore this
question, looking at what Dewey did, and failed to do, with Kant and Hegel,
starting with Kant.

Dewey’s Persistent Kantian Misconstruction

Throughout, Immanuel Kant served as the bullseye for Dewey’s negative work
of reconstruction. In 1924, the New Republic published “Kant after Two Hundred
Years,” a prime opportunity for Dewey to rethink his view of Kant. Instead, he
wrote a grudging appreciation, reiterating why Kant made reconstruction so
necessary. “This was his great achievement: demarcation of two realms, one of
mechanical science, the other of moral freedom and faith, connected yet
independent, one beginning at the boundaries of the other.” Kant’s net influence
surrendered “the concrete world of affairs to the domain of mechanism
fatalistically understood.” It shed “over a life built out of mechanical
subordinations the aureole of a superworldly ideal, sentimental at best, fanatical
and deadly at worst.” (MW15: 310 & 312)

We could here worry over Dewey’s 1915 lectures on German Philosophy and
Politics, which his 1924 assessment of Kant reprised in brief. But we would
distract ourselves from the most interesting question by trying to unravel how
passions of war skewed Dewey’s assessments as he tried to anathematize Kant,
Fichte, Hegel and others for disposing Germans to aggressive self-assertion. So
too, Dewey’s extensive engagement with Kant’s ethical thought should not detain
us. The two editions of Ethics with James H. Tufts, the several iterations of
extensive syllabuses for his ethics courses, and summative articles on ethics and
moral thought constituted a major accomplishment, but a specialized history
conventionally told, largely independent of Dewey’s reconstructive program.:®

Let’s also pass quickly by what Dewey had to say about Kant in his 1888 book
on Leibniz’s New Essays, noting only that it reinforced his idea that Kant stood
as the great defender of the rationalist dualism that so needed reconstruction.
Let’s take as our starting point that Kant served as the prime target for Dewey
in his negative program for reconstruction.» Let’s ask, why? Why did Dewey
assign Kant that role? Dewey’s reading of Kant presents an interesting, but
problematic paradox.

Kant’s critical philosophizing, initiated by his three Critiques, made human

18 MWS8: 184-200 & 421-442; MW10: 221-226

19 EW3: 237-388; EW4: 219-362; EWS: 54-83, 291-301 MW3: 40-61; MW4:
267-291; MW5: 3-540; MW15: 231-272; LW7: 3-462; LW13: 191-251.

20 In the conclusion of Leibniz’s New Essays, Dewey pursued an interesting
hypothesis that Hume stimulated Kant “to discover the method by which he
could justify the results of Leibniz.” That hypothesis led Dewey mainly into
Kant’s pre-critical writings, on the basis of which he concluded that “in a
broad sense, the work of Kant and of his successors was the discovery of a
method which should justify the objective idealism of Leibniz, and which in
its history has more than fulfilled this task.” EW1: 428 & 435.
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experience in its different forms central to his philosophic inquiry. Kant has
exerted substantial historical influence because numerous subsequent thinkers
have widely extended this initiative by centering concern on experience in
different lifeworlds. Kant’s question—How is experience possible?—has become
the great heuristic for post-Kantian inquiry. Given the centrality of experience in
Dewey’s thought, he appears to participate significantly in this movement of
post-Kantian inquiry. Yet in writing about Kant, Dewey did not recognize the
centrality of experience in Kant’s Critiques, nor did he profit from the way Kant
inquired into the possibility of experience to the degree that other thinkers of his
time were doing.

Of course, Dewey knew that “possible experience” had a role in The Critique
of Pure Reason, less so with the other two critiques. But Dewey said little about
how Kant examined the possibility of experience, an important strategy of inquiry
for Kant. In “Kant and Philosophic Method” (1884), an essay from his student
days, Dewey noted that Kant added to rationalism and empiricism a further
method in philosophy, examining the possibility of experience. Dewey quickly
declared it “doubly false” and in the closing third turned to the promise of Hegel’s
logic, use of negation, and dialectic as a more promising path to sound method.
(EW1: 34-47) Inquiry about the possibility of experience thereupon dropped out
of Dewey’s understanding of Kant’s philosophic effort.

Through his docility, his penchant for absorbing the conventional ethos
surrounding him, at Hopkins and Michigan Dewey absorbed an understanding
of Kant’s critical philosophy that he never outgrew.?! He did not become
infatuated with Kant, as he did with Hegel, but he internalized a particular
understanding of the strategic role Kant had in the history of philosophy, which
he maintained through his whole career. Dewey formed his estimate of Kant’s
critical philosophy through his earliest mentor, H. A. P. Torrey, and then through
George Morris, especially Morris’s study of the Kant’s first critique? and Edward
Caird’s impressive Critical Account of the Philosophy of Kant. Then in 1890, that
estimate became fixed as Dewey prepared his enthusiastic review of Caird’s more
recent, 2-volume analysis of Kant’s critical philosophy.? That basically

21 This characterization fits the picture Dewey gave of himself as a youth in
“From Absolutism to Experimentalism,” (LW5-147-155, esp. 155) and the
impression conveyed by Jane Dewey in her biography of her father in
(Schilpp, 1939: 10-30, esp. 21 on the contrast between Dewey and his wife).
George Dykhuizen echoes it through the first five chapters of (Dykhuizen,
1973: 1-75).

22 Dewey’s early article on “Kant and Philosophic Method” (1884) derives
heavily, without acknowledgement, from Morris (1882).

23 In 1890-91, Dewey gave an advanced undergraduate course on Kant’s
Critique of Pure Reason, using (Mahaffy & Bernard, 1889), the use of which
Dewey described in a short review (EW3: 184-5). At the same time he gave a
course on Caird’s Critical Philosophy of Immanuel Kant, (Caird, 1889) for
graduate students. For notes from both courses by Eliza Sunderland, see
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completed Dewey’s grounding in Kant as the initiator of critical philosophy.?

Let’s grasp the philosophical context and Kant’s place in it as it would have
appeared to Dewey’s mentors in the 1880s and 90s. To do so, I will first set the
scene, reminding ourselves that the emerging academic world of secular
scholarship and instruction was not yet the prevailing ethos. Dewey, formed in
the old world, participated in the emergence of the new, carrying with him
vestiges of the old, among them his understanding of Kant. That had
consequences for the character of Dewey’s mature work. To make those clear, I
will tell my own Just so story, not to explicate Kant, but to illuminate some
problematic aspects of Dewey’s thought.?

In the United States, and Britain too, both the old-time colleges and even the
emerging universities still invested philosophy with strong, religious
expectations. Torrey, Morris, and Caird wrote thoughtfully as concerned
Christians, nervously drawn to Kant as a thinker who, from within their religious
ethos, took on the intellectual challenges to it, perhaps risking too much in

(Sunderland, 1891).

24 Dewey’s AWOL dissertation on “The Psychology of Kant” might expand this
picture but a few anticipatory lines in a letter early in 1884 to William
Torrey Harris provide the fullest description of it. (CLD1: #00429,
01/17/1884)

25 [ have spent much of my career reflecting on intellect, higher education, and
public culture and the following paragraphs rest on those reflections. The
notes to chapters 2 and 3 in Delbanco (2012) give a fine orientation to
current literature on the history and ethos of the American college and
university. Publish or perish practices often cast a shadow over older
scholarship of lasting quality. For instance, Schneider (1946) gives an
excellent survey of philosophy in the United States through the early 20t
century. Rudolph (1962), a good general history of the American college and
university, provides informative background to Delbanco’s reflective views.
Many of the well-chosen documents centered on the late 19t and early 20th
centuries in the 2-volume collection of documents on American higher
education, Hofstadter & Smith (1961), give participants’ sense of what was
taking place. Hofstadter (1961) and Metzger (1961) interpret the intellectual
life of the old-time college and emerging universities through issues of
academic freedom. Bledstein (1976) and Reuben (1996) interpret the
cultural drives and implications of the emergence of the modern university
in contrasting ways, and Ringer (1969) depicts a contrast to both for
German academic culture in response to some of the same social
developments. For authoritative coverage of educational situation, see
Cremin (1980) & Cremin (1988). Holborn (1964) provides the cultural
situation in the German area in 1650 to 1850 and McClelland (1980)
introduces the social history of the German universities in the 18th & 19tk
centuries. Kloppenberg (1986) opens up the comparative intellectual history,
Europe and the United States, 1870-1920, a topic that merits more work.

17



seeking to achieve too much. Until Dewey went to Chicago, he worked within the
Christian academic climate. We think of Johns Hopkins as the first modern,
graduate university in America, but Dewey’s Hopkins fully participated in the
old-time ethos. It had deep roots.?

Kant succeeded as the first philosopher of front rank to live and work as a
university professor. Up to that time, as Kant himself noted in Der Streit der
Facultciten, the philosophy faculty was decidedly a junior faculty to those for
Medicine, Law, and Theology. (Kant, 1798) Kant turned from a clerical career
only at the end of his studies;?’ Schelling and Hegel, with their friend, the poet,
Holderlin, studied theology together at the University of Tiibingen;*® Marx
studied law;?* and even Nietzsche slid into classical studies, with some
philosophy mixed in, having started preparing for the clergy.*® Through most of
the 19t century, a person acquired an academic grounding in philosophy in
preparing for the law or the clergy.

Most systematic philosophy, whether rationalist or empiricist, came from
outside the university, and academic philosophers had responsibility to defend
and disseminate a religiously sound philosophic grounding.?! When Hume raised

26 Hawkins (1960: passim.) showed how Daniel Coit Gilman and the Hopkins
trustees worked hard to ensure that faculty members had “dependable”
religious outlooks.

27 For Kant’s biography, see Kuehn (2001).

28 See Nauen (1971), particularly his first chapter on the setting, for a sense of
their situation, institutional and intellectual.

29 Stedman Jones (2016) gives a full and informative discussion of Marx’s
educational experience from Gymnasium through his doctoral studies in his
recent biography.

30 For Nietzsche’s education and studies up to his establishment at Basle, see
Blue (2016).

31 What follows in this and the next four paragraphs goes over ground from
which an immense literature has grown and about which I will say only a
little. Over the years I have found many histories, commentaries, critiques,
and interpretations stimulating, some of those most to my liking are a bit
out of the mainstream. These have relevance mainly to me personally; I
don’t try to say anything on their authority. With someone such as Kant—
Hegel, Plato, Ortega, Weber, and increasingly Arendt—I try to understand,
which has a special meaning for me of standing under the work, not
quarreling with it, trying to grasp what it is saying and why. I consider
myself more an historian, perhaps a somewhat weird one, than a
philosopher, because I am not particularly concerned to decide whether
Kant reasons correctly as long as [ can understand what he is trying to do
and why and how. We are all thrown into a world that profoundly mystifies
us, swimming in a sea of uncertainty. I do not know, and can learn
something, perhaps, by taking another’s best efforts, trying to make sense of
them, possibly concluding that this helps construe my situation a bit better
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Kant from his dogmatic slumber, the alarm was not simply an interesting
argument about causality, but one widely perceived as shaking the foundation
of religiously sound philosophic syntheses. If causality merely signified an
habitual expectation between something that seems frequently to follow another,
that raised troubling questions about the relation between humans and divinity.
Thus, expectations then associated with his academic role constrained Kant, yet
at the same time, he was a man deeply moved by enlightenment aspirations.>?

However staid in his ways Kant may have been, he had an active spirit and
curiosity, an openness to advanced ideas. He might well have felt in sympathy
with Hume, but he could not have expressed that directly from his position. He
took over a decade to work out a finely tuned response to Hume. It did not
directly contest Hume’s arguments on their own ground, but significantly shifted
how thinkers could discuss matters like causality, the questions that might
destabilize the philosophic grounding for religious thought. Kant initiated what
people quickly started calling critical philosophy, newly distinct from the prior
mode, which aimed at a positive metaphysics. Kant did something both simple
and radical: he changed the basic question generating philosophic thinking. His
strategy evoked considerable angst among strongly religious thinkers, however,
for he ceded a lot of ground to thinkers such as Hume.

Let us try to feel the angst, Just so. Up through Kant’s pre-critical period,
what he and others wondered about as they reflected in wonder, were variations
on the question, “I wonder what X is?” What is being? What is God? What is
truth? What is knowledge? What is real? What is matter? What is duty? What is
beauty? What is causality? It seemed however that for every claim about what X
is, a critic would pop up showing the claim was unsound, an erudite whack-a-
mole routine. Kant said in effect, “OK. If we keep deceiving ourselves in asking
what X is, let’s try asking, How is X possible?” Critical philosophy would stop
trying to account for the existence of things and would attend to their possibility,
taking their existence as an evident given. Kant did not ask, What is experience?

and maybe that doesn’t. I say what I say about Kant on my own authority,
recognizing that neither I nor Kant, or anyone else, really know—wissen in
the strong sense—what we are talking about. I say it in the hope that I may
be able to say it, or even understand it, a bit better on encountering the
reactions of others. That said, I've found as a native speaker of English that
I can understand Kant and the Critique of Pure Reason better when I remind
myself that in German kennen and Erkenntnis don’t really mean “to know”
and “knowledge,” but rather to be aware and awareness. Ask yourself,
“What should I understand Kant’s understanding of his Copernican
Revolution to have been?”

32 Kant lived in a time in which personages of significant, but not absolute
power held widely divergent views, a situation to which we are increasingly
becoming attuned. What did Kant feel he had to say? He should say? He
might be able to say? He would say, no matter what? Schmidt, ed. (1996)
helps greatly in trying to understand possible answers to these questions.
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He asked, How is experience possible? He worked The Critique of Pure Reason
out by asking how experience of the external world was possible. He generated
The Critique of Practical Reason by inquiring how our acting on the ground of
principle alone was possible. He thought through The Critique of the Power of
Judgment by exploring how judgments of taste and purposeful actions were
possible.

How did the what-is-X question, and our world is still full of them, differ from
the how-is-X-possible question? Kant changed the standpoint from which he
posed the question. The old-time philosopher asked the what-is-X question from
the standpoint of the X, what is X in itself, what is it really, truly, essentially,
actually, independent of us? The Kantian philosopher asked the how-is-X-
possible question for him, from his own standpoint, how is the X, which happens
in my world all the time, possible for me? How come it can happen? Instead of
inquiring into existence or being, the Kantian philosopher inquired as an agent
how a given matter or concern was a possibility for him.

We are seeking to understand why Dewey may have failed to appreciate
critical philosophy as a means of investigating experience. To do so we need to
grasp how historical change can include a shift in the prevailing ethos, which
can deeply alter historical experience, rather like the famous “duck or rabbit”
image associated with Gestalt psychology. With a complex work such as the
Critique of Pure Reason subtle shifts in the prevailing historical ethos can lead to
significant shifts in how people interpret the work.

Until Dewey moved to Chicago at the age of 35, he had lived and worked in a
Christian academic ethos in which the metaphysical concerns of the Critique
were dominant. Interpreters paid less attention to the basic question of critical
philosophy and worried instead whether Kant had soundly deduced the logical
necessity of the categories with which people constructed possible experience.
They further attached considerable significance to his distinction between
phenomena, the world of ordinary experience, and noumena, regulative ideas
referring to a fictitious thing-in-itself, outside the limits of possible experience.
The Kant that Dewey internalized between 1880 and 1894 was this Kant,
especially as interpreted by Morris and Caird. It was not the Kant of critical
philosophy, but Kant, the last great defender of metaphysical thought.??

33 Dewey’s appreciation of Kant peaked around 1889-1891 with his
enthusiastic review of The Critical Philosophy of Imnmanuel Kant by Edward
Caird. (EW3:.180-4) Caird sympathetically criticized Kant for not quite
succeeding in using noumena to give reason a way to escape encapsulation
in a thorough phenomenalism. Caird softened this criticism by observing
that Kant provided the phenomenal self an immanent path to “the divine
Spirit in man and without him which, through all the process of
consciousness and self-consciousness, is realising the highest Good of all
his creatures.” Caird admitted that in pointing to this path, he was reading
into the letter of Kant’s work the course immediately taken by his
successors, culminating in “the Idealistic Optimism of Hegel.” (Caird, 1889,
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As the 20th century loomed, academic thinking rapidly became more secular,
and significant changes altered the perception of works like Kant’s Critiques.
Rigorously deducing the necessity of the categories lost importance.** Their
existential ineluctability sufficed: “assailed by eyes, ears, nose, skin, and entrails
at once,” thrust into this life, each “feels it all as one great blooming, buzzing
confusion,” as William James observed.*® The construction of possible experience
followed. The secular academic ethos has been inherently existential and anti-
metaphysical. In that ethos, Kant’s introductory sections on asking how
experience was possible received more attention. So too did a short aesthetic, in
which the experiencer acquires through space and time the inchoate contents
that will become constructed through categories into substantive experience.
And then a longer section on principles, about how active agents use concepts to
construct and control, as best they can, their experience in the world, finally
gained primacy. The new Critique became much simplified, a strategic asset for
many innovative strands of 20t-century inquiry—within philosophy and in other
subjects like psychology, ethology, physics, sociology, etc.

As Dewey went off to Chicago, he consciously left a Christian academic ethos
for a more secular one and he could perfectly well have become a twentieth-
century post-Kantian. He might have reread Kant’s first critique. He would have
passed over the deduction of the categories, thinking it didn’t matter so much,
recognizing the existential necessity of living with and through the categories,
ambulando as he would put it. He would feel comfortable within the limits of
experience as the long last half, the dialectic, laid them out, and he would have
shrugged at the noumenon, saying he could have regulative principles just as
well without it. He might even have mined parts, like the third analogy of
experience, on the principle of community or reciprocity, which would have
helped him develop his ideas about the organic circuit more fully. But Dewey
could not read Kant in this way. By that time, committed to the negative side of
reconstruction, he stubbornly maintained the nineteenth-century idea of Kant

II: 645) As Dewey’s allegiance to Hegel cooled in the next few years, this
immanent path in Kant’s work faded away and Dewey was left with a Kant
whose metaphysical claims through the noumena had floundered.

34 Paul Guyer’s chapter on the transcendental deduction of the categories
concludes that “Formally speaking, the transcendental deduction is a
failure, and at best sets the agenda for the detailed demonstration of the
role of the categories in the determination of empirical relations in space
and especially time in the following sections of the Critique of Pure Reason.
Nevertheless, the transcendental deduction also completely transformed the
agenda of modern philosophy.... Kant clearly perceived that there was some
inescapable connection between self-knowledge and knowledge of objects, ...
setting new agendas for subsequent philosophical movements from German
idealism to logical positivism and the linguistic philosophy of our own
times.” Guyer (1992: 155)

35 William James, Psychology, I: xiii. (James, 1890: 8:462)
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as the man who upheld the authority of an other-worldly metaphysics. As such,
Dewey’s Kant ceased to be a great defender, becoming the man who had peddled
rigorous deductions and a mysterious thing-in-itself to his teachers.*® Not seeing
the new Kant ironically left Dewey unable to respond to many developments
taking place that would have strengthened his ideas.

Let’s briefly sum up discussing Kant as a potential resource that Dewey
ignored by noting two major consequences of Dewey’s inability to engage in a
fresh reading of Kant. The two were distinct, but converged, and had much to do
with aspects of Dewey’s thinking that have attracted criticism during and after
his mature career. One concerned his instrumentalism, but I will postpone the
instrumental until after discussing Hegel in relation to Dewey’s critique of the
great systems. The other consequence concerned Dewey’s central concept of
experience, and related concepts such as education, nature, art—the big ideas
he sought to reconstruct. Dewey habitually hypostatized such abstract concepts,
still bent on asking the what-is-X question. More attention to Kant’s critical
philosophy could have helped him control this habit.

Dewey generally wrote about vital processes as if he knew what they were.
“Experience is....” “Education is....” “Art is ....”" Dewey argued against
metaphysical thinking, but he characteristically wrote with a metaphysical
diction. Definitions of abstract processes and conceptual things fill his work. In
reviewing Experience and Nature, George Santayana criticized Dewey for
forgetting that experience as such required an experiencing agent to give it a
form—to determine its beginning, middle, and end, which Santayana called the
foreground of experience. Dewey ignored the foreground, the agent for whom

36 Late February, 1897, Dewey gave an important lecture “On the Significance
of the Problem of Knowledge” (Levine, 2016: 1897.2.27, and EWS: 4-24 for
the text, published later that year as a pamphlet). In it, Dewey clearly
distanced himself from Kant as the last attempt to salvage metaphysics and
epistemology: “I venture one more and final unproved statement, believing,
with all my heart, that it is justified both by the moving logic of the
situation, and by the signs of the times. I refer to the growing transfer of
interest from metaphysics and the theory of knowledge to psychology and
social ethics—including in the latter term all the related concrete social
sciences, so far as they may give guidance to conduct.” (EWS5: 22)
Psychology and the social sciences would guide conduct to fruition with
philosophy providing helpful methods to persons seeking to use the fruits of
those sciences in action. This melding of psychology into the social sciences
in his program of reconstruction helps to explain Dewey’s later inability to
resist how figures like Edward L. Thorndike made psychology the dominant
ground for the study of education in schools of edudation like Teachers
College, Columbia University. See Lagemann, (2000: Chapter 2)

37 Searching the text of Democracy and Education for “education is” yields 63
hits. Some, of course, are parts of verbs in the passive voice, but a great
many are definitional. Adding “education as” gives another 30.
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experience becomes possible. For Santayana, the experiencer preceded
experience, immersed in circumstances, the phenomenal sources of the
experience. We might say that we should use the concept of “experience”, and
other concepts for active processes, as verbs, not nouns, as actions, not
substantives. An agent, involved in action, constructs experience in time, with a
beginning, middle, and end, which are given, not intrinsically by experience, but
as characteristics of the construction by the agent.

Santayana observed: “Its name is Experience; but lest we should
misunderstand this ambiguous word, it is necessary to keep in mind that in
[Dewey’s| system experience is impersonal. It is not, as a literary psychologist
might suppose, a man's feelings and ideas forming a life-long soliloquy, his
impressions of travel in this world. Nor is it, as a biologist might expect, such
contact of sensitive animals with their environment as adapts them to it and
teaches them to remember it. No: experience is here taken in a transcendental,
or rather in a moral, sense, as something romantically absolute and practically
coercive.”??

Dewey replied in “Half-Hearted Naturalism” (LW3:73-81), talking around
Santayana’s point. We might make criticisms like Santayana’s about Art as
Experience, for experience comes across in the same way. “Experience,” almost
always used as a noun, would denote an abstract process with a blurred locus
of control. A contemporary reading of Kant would have greatly helped keep track
of the agents working the processes about which Dewey wrote.

At this point, let us turn away from Kant in considering the negative side of
Dewey’s effort at reconstruction in philosophy and education. Kant will return,
but first we should recognize that he presents too easy a foil for suggesting that
Dewey’s negativity towards past thinkers deprived him of important intellectual
resources. Dewey engaged Kant in an atmosphere of enthusiasm for Hegel,
making it unlikely he would deal positively with Kant’s work. From early on, he
distrusted Kant’s thought and seems to have read it from duty, not choice. Hegel
was a different matter. Many who are deeply versed in Dewey’s thought suggest
that in spite of his rejection of past systems, Dewey made Hegel’s thinking a
positive resource, malgré lui. Let’s test that out.

Woozling in Reverse®
Remember in Winnie-the-Pooh how Pooh and Piglet pursue the Woozle in the
snow, round and round the larch trees, ever surer they would catch one, for

38 George Santayana, "Dewey's Naturalistic Metaphysics," The Journal of
Philosophy 22, no. 25 (12/03/1925) 673-688, quotation 680.

39 For Hegel generally, I use G. W. F. Hegel, The Oxford University Press
Translations. Electronic Edition (Charlottesville, VA: InteLex Corporation,
2000) and G. W. F. Hegel, Werke II. Electronic Edition (Charlottesville, VA:
InteLex Corporation, 2003). I have found the Hathi Trust invaluable in
assessing Dewey’s engagement with the work of Hegel in the early 1890s for
access to original sources in German and English, translations, and works
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they kept seeing the tracks of more and more Woozles. Only problem: the
tracks in the snow were really their own. Publication of a text from Dewey’s
1897 course on “Hegel’s Philosophy of Spirit” (CLJD1: 333-405) has set off a
Woozle hunt for Dewey’s “permanent Hegelian deposit,” possibly even for a
fresh reading of Hegel by the master himself. A growing group of scholars are
finding similarities between Dewey’s later work and things they attribute to
that early course, namely an au currant humanist/historicist Hegel, the human
spirit forming itself through the personal experience of each and the historical
experience of all. Only problem: the scholars, not Dewey, make the connections
between the 1897 course and Dewey’s later work. The hunters demonstrate the
enduring influence of his early engagement with Hegel by reading their
interpretation of Hegel into the content and expression of Dewey’s later work,
and into the mysterious text of 1897, too. By doing so, they open new lines of
interpretation and further inflate Dewey’s prestige as a man of vision, who
anticipated the most recent interpretations of an obscure yet seminal thinker.

And they sight some big tracks, indeed: “in Hegel’s terms, when Dewey
reflects on the psychology of individual humans, in works such as Human
Nature and Conduct, he articulates a philosophy of subjective spirit; when he
reflects on the history of Western civilization, in works such as Reconstruction
in Philosophy and The Quest for Certainty, he develops a philosophy of objective
spirit.”* The hunters, surely by inadvertence, could even suggest an
astonishing reverse causation: “Hegel’s reflections on language are remarkably
similar to Dewey’s.”!

But let’s not be too hard on the Woozle hunters. Their hunt pursues a
hypothesis: Dewey’s early reading in and about German idealism—first Kant,
then neo-Hegelians of his time, and finally Hegel himself—left an imprint that
helped him to shape, and us to understand, his intellectual development and
his more mature work on logic, psychology, social thought, pedagogy, and even
theology. John R. Shook started things off with his Dewey's Empirical Theory of
Knowledge and Reality,+ and James A. Good followed with an even fuller effort
in A Search for Unity in Diversity. He surveyed recent Hegel scholarship in
English well and described Anglo-American Hegelianism until about 1900.
Then in three chapters, he examined Dewey’s education and professional
formation prior to moving to Columbia in 1904.42 Numerous other scholars
have joined the hunt, finding further Hegelian ideas in Dewey’s later work.+
Most recently, James Scott Johnston has convincingly reinterpreted Dewey’s

on Hegel by William Torrey Harris, G. Stanley Hall, Josiah Royce, etc.

40 Good in Shook & Good, 2010: 60.

41 Good & Garrison, 2010a: 61.

42 Shook (2000).

43 Good (2006a): passim.

44 Garrison (2006), Hickman (2008), Alexander (2008) Good (2008), Good &
Garrison (2010a & 2010b), Morse (2011), Midtgarden (2011), Grigoriev
(2012), Sarkela (2013), Pearce (2014), and Renault (2016).
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intellectual development in John Dewey's Earlier Logical Theory, shifting the
question somewhat away from Hegel’s influence towards the immanent
development of Dewey’s early ideas about logic, which derived significantly
from Hegel. ¥

All this work exemplifies the reputational inflation that clouds our judgment
of Dewey. To grasp what’s happened, let’s think of Andersen’s weavers, not as
actual swindlers—nothing like that is going on—but as personifications of our
proclivity to magnify reality. Nice phrases stick in the mind, like Dewey’s
“permanent Hegelian deposit.” But when assayed in Dewey’s Collected Works,
the lode offers little worth mining. Before attention turned to Dewey’s text on
Hegel’s Philosophy of Spirit, the documentary basis for understanding his
engagement with the work of Hegel seemed relatively thin.* Prior to 1889,
Dewey clearly developed a well-formed Hegelian framework with little direct
study of Hegel’s own writings;*’ between 1890 and 1892 Dewey worked

45 Johnston (2014): esp. Chapter 2.

46 In studying the origins of Dewey’s instrumentalism, Morton G. White
analyzed this documentary basis with great care. I concur with his
conclusion: “This paper of 1891 (“The Present Position of Logical Theory”
(EW3: 125-141) still defends Hegel. But it is the last great defense of Hegel
to be found in Dewey's logical writings.” (White, 1943: 94) Subsequent
exploration of Dewey’s “permanent Hegelian deposit” has aimed significantly
at revising interpretations of Dewey’s mature work as a rejection of early
Hegelian influence in favor of Darwin, James, and 20-century social science.
I think the earlier assessments rest on stronger documentary evidence.

47 Until Morris died in 1889, for numerous reasons, Dewey’s engagement with
Hegel amounted only to what he described in 1930: Morris’s enthusiastic
and scholarly devotion” and his reading in the work of British Hegelians,
Thomas Hill Green, John and Edward Caird, William Wallace, and the group
led by Lord Haldane. (LW5S: 152). In a small philosophy department with
faculty members spread thin, a junior member does not try to horn in on
his patron’s special interest. Dewey did not occupy himself much with Hegel
during Morris’s lifetime. He taught the general history of philosophy and the
department’s courses in philosophical psychology. Getting started in his
professional and personal life, Dewey had to work with a well-formed
Hegelian framework for Dewey, one in which he had mastered the key
principles of Hegelian thinking without developing a thorough acquaintance
with Hegel’s major works.

Dewey did a lot with that general Hegelian framework. Writing from Ann
Arbor late in 1885 to Alice Chipman, he said “I couldn’t resist the
temptation to write some on that Hegel idea, which I did, but I fear too
fluently.” (CJD1: #00002, 12/31/1885) “That Hegel idea” informed his
textbook, Psychology, which readers immediately perceived to have fit the
particulars of empirical psychology into a comprehensive Hegelian
framework. William James complained to correspondents that he couldn’t
finish the book, having started it with high hopes (William James to George
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intensively on Hegel, dealing with his work directly in his teaching and
writing;*® and after 1892 Dewey seemed to sense that Hegel had become a
spent force in his creative thinking and he began to pursue the negative and
positive sides of his agenda for reconstruction.®

Croom Robertson (CJD1: #09540, 12/27/1886), to Thomas Davidson
(CJD1: #09529, 01/12/1887), and to G. Stanley Hall (CJD1: #09206,
01/30/1887); on reading Psychology, George Herbert Palmer spotted Hegel
as its master “and the more obviously so as [Dewey| never mentions the
unpopular name” (CJD1: #16206, 09/23/1887); and G. Stanley Hall
expressed his amazement in a review: “That the absolute idealism of Hegel
could be so cleverly adapted to be ‘read into’ such a range of facts, new and
old, is indeed a surprise as great as when geology and zoology are
ingeniously subjected to the rubrics of the six days of creation.” Hall (1887:
156) Although Dewey clearly presented the materials of psychology in an
Hegelian framework, he did not mention Hegel in the book, even in
discussing the philosophic orientation of his sources (EW2: 364-5).

48 When Dewey returned to head the philosophy department at the University
of Michigan in the fall of 1889, he began to both teach and publish more
actively on Kant and Hegel. We will see that Dewey’s Hegelian enthusiasm
peaked between 1890 and 1892, shortly after George Morris died, then
tapered off, exhausted by the time Dewey went to Columbia. Let’s give due
diligence to the early sources. They were thin. Two articles had some
substance on Hegel: “On Some Current Conceptions of the Term ‘Self”
(1890 EW3: 56-74) and the last half of “The Present Position of Logical
Theory” (1891, EW3: 132-141) A two-and-a-half-page review of a book on
Hegel’s philosophy of religion (1890, EW3: 187-190), information in
autobiographical texts (LWS: 147-160 & Jane Dewey, 1939), and
remembrances of George Morris (EW3: 3-13 & MW10: 109-115) add a little
insight. Three letters from the early 90s add more insight: one to Thomas
Davidson (CJD1: #00448, 10/26/1890), one to William James (CJD1:
#00458, 05/06/1891), and a recommendation for Eliza Jane Read
Sunderland about her 1892 Ph.D. dissertation on Kant and Hegel (CJD1:
#00490 ,06/23/1894). Finally, paragraphs here and there in three early
essays—Kant and Philosophic Method” (1884-EW3:43-7) & “Psychology as
Philosophic Method” (1886-EW3: 153-167); and “Psychology as Philosophic
Method” (1886-EWS: 344)—and quite a few scattered references elsewhere,
all show acquaintance with Hegel’s thought.

49 Dewey’s writing about Hegel clustered 1890-1892. Sarting in 1892, the
frequency and depth of references to Hegel in publications and
correspondence dropped off significantly (one must discount
correspondence with Edward Carl Hegeler in testing this assertion). In 1891,
potential allies—Thomas Davidson and William James—responded to
Dewey’s enthusiasm for Hegel with courteous resistance (CJD1: #00453,
03/04 /1891, to Thomas Davidson, and CJD1: #00458, 05/06/1891, to
William James). In the summer of 1891, Dewey lectured on Hegel’s
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Around the turn of the 21sth century, scholars got access through
publication of his class lectures to “Hegel’s Philosophy of Spirit.” (CLJD1: 332-
400) The text seemed to augment the resources for understanding Dewey’s
appropriation of Hegel’s thought greatly. Then and now scholars have

concentrated on Hegel’s ideas about spirit, Geist, and an 85-page text by Dewey

on Hegel’s philosophy of spirit made the permanent deposit vastly more
attractive to Dewey’s interpreters. We should hypothesize that in the
excitement the 1897 text did not receive sufficiently rigorous critical
examination.

Too long for the text of a lecture, the document has none of the breaks
expected in a compilation of student class notes.* The initial 35 paragraphs

Aesthetics and his Philosophy of Spirit at Glenmore, a prestigious summer
retreat/school organized by Thomas Davidson—lectures in the morning on
selected philosophical and literary topics, afternoons and evenings free in
the Adirondack countryside. We would say that Glenmore served as a great
place for networking, Thomas Davidson’s métier, but Dewey must have
noted how J. Clark Murray brought his charming essay on “A Summer
School of Philosophy” to a close: “But the intellectual labour that is done
evidently imposes no load upon the mind that is not readily shaken off; in
fact it may be questioned whether the brief strain of the lectures does not
often produce a natural rebound into the lighter moods of thought and
feeling. At all events it was currently reported that occasionally ladies, who
had been deep in Hegel’s Aesthetics, might be heard a few minutes
afterwards seeking a concrete embodiment of their abstract speculations in
a discussion over a charming novelty in hats.” (Murray, 1892: 112) The
following summer, Dewey returned, lecturing on Comte and on the
tendencies of 19th-century English thought. (Levine, 2016)

50 In discussing the text, I will refer to it as published in Shook & Good (2010)

by the paragraph numbers that they have included. The Hathi Trust has a
copy of the 1897 typed version ,digitized from the University of California
Library. The title page reads:
HEGEL'S
PHILOSOPHY OF SPIRIT
Lectures
by
JOHN DEWEY
THE UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO
For Private Circulation Only:
All Rights Reserved.
CHICAGO
1897
Editorial notes about Dewey’s course material inform readers that it was “a
mimeographed typescript for Hegel’s Philosophy of Spirit class lecture notes,
103 pp.” for 1897-1898. We also learn that for 1895-96 and 1896-97 Dewey
had announced but not given the course. Further, “a similar set of class
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provide some biographical framework and some exploration of Hegel’s thinking.
It gives some detail on his early religious writings from when he worked in
isolation as a Hauslehrer. A survey of Hegel’s thinking as it stood, circa 1800,
followed, including a standard survey of Hegel’s antecedents, outlining the
succession of Kant, Fichte, and Schelling. The next three paragraphs rush
Hegel from 1800 to 1817, when he published his Philosophie des Geistes, the
third volume of his Enzyklopddie der philosophischen Wissenschaften. In all,
the introductory paragraphs relied on thoroughly conventional resources,
Edward Caird’s Hegel (1883) and Karl Rosenkranz’s Georg Wilhelm Friedrich
Hegels Leben (1844), the one a 220-page introduction to Hegel’s thought, and
the other the favorable biography, as distinct from the hostile one, of the two
biographies then available.>!

Textual criticism needs to concentrate on the remaining four-fifths of the
document. To the textual critic, these paragraphs pose an alternative: they
document either Dewey’s considered reflection and commentary with Hegel’s
Philosophie des Geistes as foil or they primarily condense Hegel’s book,
converting the 386-page Philosophie des Geistes into a 60-page English précis
with a few interpolations, usually clarifying what a reader at the end of the 19th
century might find especially obscure in the original. The Woozlers have taken
the first option up with alacrity.> I believe the second stands up on a close

lecture notes for Dewey’s 1891 Hegel lectures, handwritten by Eliza Jane
Read Sunderland ... indicates that Dewey had worked out his Hegel lectures
by 1891.” (CLJD1, p. 401) Having worked with the manuscripts, Shook and
Good also describe them, stating that Sunderland’s 1891 text is “very
similar” to the 1897. They go on: “considered together, these two lectures
indicate that Dewey was well versed in the details of Hegel’s intellectual
development, his German context, and his writings and that Dewey was still
quite sympathetic to Hegel as late as 1897.” (Shook & Good, 2010: 93-174,
with references, 175-176, and Notes, 190-192). Having looked for it, [ am
unaware of textual evidence of active engagement with Hegel’s writings
taking place after 1892.

51 Although Dewey occasionally quoted Caird, Dewey relied directly on
Rosenkranz as his main source for the first 3599. For instance, unsourced
quotations of Hegel in 9 & 16 came from Rosenkranz, p. 56 & 88. The
general structure of the narration follows Rosenkranz, significantly
compressing the first 200 pages of Hegels Leben into 20. Dewey phrased the
material well, sometimes strikingly (e.g. 19), but in substance it derives from
Rosenkranz, a solid source that Otto Poggeler, a major Hegel scholar,
republished in 1977 (Rosenkranz, 1977: 567-9).

52 Dewey’s 194 1-48 deal with the important early section of Hegel’s book on the
concept of spirit, his 9381-384. In discussing what Dewey says here,
James Scott Johnston (2014: 62-3) gives an example of how Woozlers
convert Dewey’s exposition of Hegel’s text into a full-fledged interpretation of
his thought. Johnston begins: “Dewey has Hegel say that nature is the

28



comparison of the 119 paragraphs from 1897 with the full text of Hegel’s
Philosophie des Geistes.>

When all is said and done, we should conclude that the German 1845
edition of Philosophie des Geistes served as the source for most of what the

‘presupposition’ of Spirit, and Spirit the ‘negation of nature’.” He goes on for
a page and a half with quotations from Dewey’s text and in the middle of it,
4 italicized sentences, the first being, “Notice that Spirit as Dewey
understands it is not merely the mind, or subject, or thought....” In fact,
Dewey did not have Hegel say anything; he reported that Hegel said it. The
text did not involve spirit as Dewey understood it, it stated how Hegel
understood it.

Dewey’s course on Hegel’s Philosophy of Spirit followed spring 1891 his
course on Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, for which he used Mahaffy &
Bernard (1889) as a text. Recall that Dewey thought highly enough of that
exposition of Kant’s great work to publish a notice commending its
usefulness as an instructional resource: the part on the Critique is “a
paraphrase and condensation, with occasional explanatory and critical
remarks, which are, however, carefully distinguished from the exposition.
The plan of the work is such and its carrying-out so careful and accurate
that it fills a position not occupied by any other of the numerous Kant
expositions.” (EW3: 185) For his Hegel course, nothing like Mahaffy &
Bernard existed and Dewey prepared his own, emulating this model with
occasional explanatory and critical remarks carefully distinguished from the
exposition. In casting the text as Dewey on Hegel, the Woozlers make Dewey
out a hypocrite. In my turn, having roundly criticized Dewey in his mature
work for a loosey-goosey relation to his sources in historical exposition, I
should give him full credit here for grounding what he had to say about
Hegel’s book closely on the text.

53 See below, “Appendix A: The Book and the Précis,” which correlates the
paragraphs in Dewey’s text to the paragraphs in Hegel’s Philosophie des
Geistes. The relation between the two text shows that Dewey composed his
as a compressed exposition of what Hegel said in the third volume of his
Enzyklopddie with some interpolations such as Dewey’s 110 to clarify
Hegel for his auditors. Dewey had two modes of discourse interwoven
throughout the text. Direct exposition, the primary one, had Hegel as the
subject of the verbs, i.e., “Hegel begins his Philosophy of Spirit with the
declaration....” (138) In the secondary, Dewey used “we” as the subject,
signaling that he would be explaining to his auditors how we, Dewey
together with his audience, in a time different from Hegel’s, can best
understand what he was saying, i.e., “We are accustomed to think of
revelation as an empty form which may reveal this thing or that thing or the
other as it happens. ... But the spirit reveals precisely itself; the revelation
and the revealed are the same thing.” (J47) Dewey does not speak for
himself alone in the text.
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concluding 119 paragraphs contain. Further, Dewey prepared the précis, and
the material introductory to it, for the spring 1891 course on “Hegel’s
Philosophy of Spirit” at Michigan.’* In substance, the précis does not give

54 In their Preface, Shook and Good give their fullest account of their textual
criticism of the 1897 manuscript, concluding that “the 1897 lecture
complements evidence in his published writings to support the view that,
during the 1890s, Dewey shifted from neo-Hegelianism to a
humanist/historicist reading of Hegel and that the latter interpretation of
Hegel left a far more significant deposit in his mature thought than neo-
Hegelianism. On this view, Dewey’s mature philosophy can be seen to be a
non-Marxist and nonmetaphysical type of left Hegelianism.” Here Shook and
Good engage in wishful thinking. They say the 1897 manuscript is very
similar to the notes Eliza Sunderland made of Dewey’s 1891 course and
conclude from that similarity that Dewey repeated “his primary views on
Hegel during much of the 1890s.” They aver they “cannot pause here to
compare in detail” the material, but let us do so for them.

Two of Sunderland’s notebooks on the Bentley Historical Library
microfilm pertain to Dewey’s 1891 course on “Hegel’s Philosophy of Spirit.”
For the first, Sunderland used a steno pad, with lined relatively narrow
pages spiral bound at the top. Here she took notes on three course
meetings, the first undated giving the sources pertinent to the course, notes
in hurried handwriting discernably following how the 1897 text
biographically introduced Hegel, concluding with a brief introduction of
Hegel’s book on The Philosophy of Spirit (]1-40+/-). The second, dated April
6, 91, begins with the relation of Spirit to Nature, 41, in Hegel’s
introductory materials through Y74 on the Actual Soul, completing the
exposition of Anthropology. The third, dated May 4th 1891, begins with the
transition from Anthropology to Phenomenology, 75, and ends rather
obscurely in the middle of a discussion of Theoretic Mind, circa §92. This
notebook then ends with some decontextualized notes, seemingly on Kant
and Hume. This notebook does not tell us much beyond showing a general
similarity between the 1891 class agenda and the 1897 text.

But the second notebook reveals much more. Sunderland wrote less
hurriedly, more legibly, in a lined booklet bound down the center, under the
heading “Hegel’s Phil of Spirt last half.” She gave no indication of class
meetings. The opening paragraph begins “There are various stages in the
process by which the meaning of the obj becomes part of the self....” To one
familiar with the 1897 document, it has a familiar ring. Last half, let’s see,
ah! 992, the opening sentence is exactly that, “obj” spelled out to “object.”
From there, her notebook contains §992-99, copied word for word with
minor abbreviations and slight differences like “i. e.,” instead of “that is to
say.” Then 9100 and 101 have a few sentences omitted but §9102-106 are
copied word for word. 107, line 4, ends mid-line and mid-sentence, and
then after some space left blank the text picks up mid-sentence, 113, line
10, word for word. Sunderland continued to copy 9114-122 word for word
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grounds for attributing to Dewey a present-day humanist/historicist reading of
Hegel. Comparing it to Hegel’s text, substantive weaknesses in the précis
become apparent.® They draw attention to the second concern I mentioned in
introducing “Hegel’s Philosophy of Spirit,” namely an effort to estimate what
Dewey did not get from Hegel’s Philosophie des Geistes that would have been of
use in developing his own ideas. Rather than build a tenuous case that Dewey
had a present-day interpretation of Hegel tucked away as his permanent
deposit, let’s use “Hegel’s Philosophy of Spirit” to see what Dewey did not get
that might have been of value to him.

Recent interpretations of Hegel pay close attention to how Hegel developed
his thinking from 1800 through 1807, working with Schelling and then alone,
creating the Phdnomenologie des Geistes as the great Bildungsroman of the
human spirit.ss Introductory sections of “Hegel’s Philosophy of Spirit” merely
mentioned the Jena years and the Phdnomenologie des Geistes in passing,
concentrating instead on Hegel’s prior religious writings. This weighting in the
introductory part does not suggest a Deweyan breakthrough in interpreting
Hegel.’” The Philosophie des Geistes did include, however, a substantial section
on “phenomenology.”

until another gap, 1123, line 13, to §127 line 13, breaking off and starting
up mid-sentence. And finally she copied 9124-155, word for word to the
end. The way the gaps broke off and started up suggests that Sunderland
was working from a copy of Dewey’s text missing two or three pages. I think
the transcription shows that Dewey wrote “Hegel’s Philosophy of Spirit” late
1890 to early 1891 as material for his spring course on that topic, which he
paired with the fall course on Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason.

55 Like Shook and Good, and many others, I would like to think of Dewey’s
thought as “a non-Marxist and nonmetaphysical type of left Hegelianism,”
but in the context of 1891, we must see “Hegel’s Philosophy of Spirit”
reinforcing his original neo-Hegelianism. After 1891-92, Dewey had little to
say about Hegel until a quarter century later he started roundly criticizing
Hegel as a metaphysician legitimating the German authoritarian state, for
whom “the ideal authority of truth, goodness, and beauty are secure
possessions of ultimate Being independently of experience and human
action.” (Quest for Certainty, 1929, LW4: 52)

56 In 1890, William Torrey Harris published a major study, Hegel’s Logic: A
Book on the Genesis of the Categories of the Mind, in a prestigious series that
George Morris edited. For a short time, Dewey became the interim editor of
it when Morris died in 1889. Harris devoted over a fifth of his study to
Hegel’s Phédinomenologie, which he explored as Hegel’s “Voyage of Discovery.”
Dewey corresponded with Harris about publication of the book, but to my
knowledge Dewey showed no substantive interest in it.

57 Good (2010: 62) claims that “In the second section []]35-37], Dewey
discusses the Phenomenology for three paragraphs.” Actually, in 35, Dewey
referred to the preface to the Phenomenology for some of Hegel’s colorful
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In it, Hegel reprised the much larger Phédinomenologie, describing the
experience of Geist in ways particularly rich with concepts important in
present-day readings of his work. This mini phenomenology explained the self-
transformation of Geist from naive consciousness to self-consciousness to
reason, not talking about it from the outside, but trying to communicate how
Geist internally experienced those changes as it carried them out as their active
agent. Paragraphs 75 through 85 in the précis condense this section in Hegel’s
original, paragraphs 413 through 439.58 Let’s look closely at how the précis
condensed these 30 pages into 7 to see what Dewey missed that might have
served his later work.

Hegel came of age and developed as a philosopher mulling Kant’s great
question, how is experience possible? Kant had answered abstractly. He used
logical categories to show how reason could construct experience by forming
the inchoate data we sense into the phenomenal world we experience. Could
reason really do that? We have seen that Kant tried to give a deductive answer
to demonstrate that indeed reason could use abstract categories in this way.
But peers, prominently Hegel (with the young Dewey in his train), thought this
deductive demonstration might be sound in principle, but an answer itself
rather empty of experience. Hegel wanted to see the construction of experience
taking place in substantive human experience. If experience became possible
by constructing it from data and the conceptual categories, a philosopher
should be able to see the whole process happening in the course of life, the life
of persons and the historical life of humanity as a whole. Hegel’s great project
became phenomenology, the study of phenomena in the making, of the self-
construction of all the various kinds of experiencing in human life as it
happened.”’

put-downs of his erstwhile friend, Schelling. The paragraph really concerned
Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel and the next two, possibly still referring to
portions of the preface and possibly anticipating The Philosophy of Spirit,
Dewey gave a good encapsulation of major themes in Hegel’s thought. In
Dewey’s published writings, he referred to Hegel’s Phenomenology only once
(1902), in a 3-paragraph entry in vol. 2 of the Dictionary of Philosophy and
Psychology. (MW2: 188-9) It required no engagement with the text.

58 However, 1980-1 in the précis interpolate a comparison between Hegel’s
transition from consciousness to self-consciousness to Kant’s deduction of
the categories. Hegel’s Zusatz to 1425 discussed the problem of “abstract
self-consciousness,” to which Dewey attached the historical name. Dewey
would make many such clarifications for his auditors through the text as
they would not bring to the discussion the degree of familiarity that Hegel
presumed.

59 This and the following five paragraphs give the gist of my views formed
through reading over several decades most of Hegel’s work as well as diverse
contributions to the secondary literature. The published version of “Dewey
in His Skivvies” took some flak for not cloaking my views with the authority
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Hegel is difficult to read, here and throughout, because he took on a difficult
task, wanting to grasp clearly the experience of constructing experience, to do
it as it happened. Kant’s excessive abstraction arose because he had simply
reverse-engineered “pure reason”—reason rein, clean and simple reason; reason
thinking that X is Y, that A causes B, that C and D are interacting together.
Examining “pure reason,” Kant arrived at a solution implicit in his starting
point. Instead, Hegel wanted to start with an indeterminate constructor, one
that could start from nothing and make experience possible from there.

Hegel began with Geist, sometimes wrongly translated as mind, more
properly as spirit. It helps to remember that the German Geist and the English
ghost are the same word, which originally meant “the soul or spirit, as the
principle of life; also [the] ghost of life [as in the phrase,] ‘to give up the ghost™
to breathe one's last, expire, die.” For Hegel, Geist indicated a human agency
potentially capable of forming itself. Hegelian phenomenology would study
Geist forming its capacities for experience in concrete personal life and in
collective historical life. Hegel differentiated phenomenology from philosophy,
using phenomenology to depict how Geist experientially formed and brought
itself to life while confining philosophy to surveying the formed results as Geist
had up to then realized them in the philosopher’s present and the culture of
her time.

Phenomenology followed how Geist, the human spirit incarnate in each of us
and in all of us, existentially created our capacities for experience,
understanding it as a protean, active agent coming in life to take care for itself
in every way that humans do. He presented it sometimes as Geist looking
subjectively on the world and sometimes objectively, appearing for us to be in
the world. In this effort, Hegel would use simple terms for this Geist like das
Ich, the I, instead of abstract ones like the Ego, and direction signals like an
sich, in oneself, and fiir sich, for itself, to indicate switches between internal
and external perspectives. Hegel also paid much attention in his thinking, and
in the existential self-formation of Geist, to the formation (Bildung) of important
concepts (Begriffe), that is, to Begriffsbildung, concept formation, putting the
two concepts together as often happens in German. And Begriffe, concepts,
were not for Hegel inert thoughts or empty logical operations, but intellectual
tools with which we can say, “I grasped what happened;” “Ich griff was
passiert.”®

of secondary sources. I will continue to advance my views on my own
authority.

60 It boggles the mind that somehow the widely used translation for Begriff
became notion. Begriff and begreifen, the noun and the verb, indicate the
powerful activity of conceptualizing engaged in the world. No verb goes with
“notion” except “to note,” at a distance. Completing the 8 volumes on
Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe (Koselleck, et al. eds., 1972, 2004) has recently
exemplified German scholarship at its best. Can one imagine calling a
similar effort in English, Basic Historical Notions?
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Hegel worked as a critical philosopher in the spirit of Kant, asking not what
X is, but how is X possible. Hence, for Hegel observing what Geist did had less
importance than grasping how Geist did it. How is self-formation possible? To
respond, Hegel used a concept of great importance for his thinking.
Throughout his writing, he extensively used the noun, Aufhebung, and the
verb, aufheben, a very old word with an active, hard-working meaning. It has a
nutty translation—“to sublate, sublation,” as if any English speaker would
intuit what that means. Discontented with obscure, Latinate terms, translators
often talked around Geist experiencing Aufhebungen, and their doing so made
the actual working of Hegel’s dialectic seem complicated or formalistic. We
should not translate the noun, Aufhebung, and the verb, aufheben. We should
use their English cognates, upheaval and heave up. For Hegel, Geist heaves
itself up from one of its possibilities to another. Geist follows one line of self-
formation until evident tensions and stirrings for it make another line of self-
formation discernable, and grasping it, Geist wrenches itself from the
established path and heaves itself onto the new one, taking with it all the
capacities for experience it had previously formed.®

In the labors of life from time immemorial, people have heaved things up,
out, on, aside—say fallen forest limbs up onto a pile of firewood for winter
warmth or stones from a field being plowed to build a wall or a home. In birth
itself, through excruciating labor, the newborn is heaved into the world,
drawing a first breath of life, a novel Geist forming-itself thereafter, heaving
itself up from possibility to possibility. The heaving up cancels the prior state
but substantially preserves the wood, the stone, the parental genes and genius,
as something new takes on new form and new uses. Geist forms itself through
such upheavals, which in the fullness of history take infinitely varied forms.
Hegel used variants of aufheben, and of the closely related erheben, to denote

61 Critics have found my ideas about the interpretation of aufheben particularly
in need of covering citations. When I first started studying German long ago,
I found a book from my father’s school days explaining the phonetic and
conceptual relations between English and German, commending study of
them as a good learning aid. Alas, the book has since gone astray and I
cannot cite it, but with what it taught I figured the equivalence of upheave
and aufheben myself. German and English have many words that we might
call deep cognates. The links between them become apparent if one babbles
the words, paying close attention to how one controls the passage of air with
different configurations of tongue and lips. For auf the lips narrow, but don’t
close; for up the lips gently close momentarily and then open narrowly as if
for sounding an “f” thus transforming auf to up. Such shifts take place
easily over distance and time. Likewise, b and v have minimal phonetic
differences and vowels easily wander a bit. The verb upheave even harkens
back to its German roots as the prefix, “up”, separates in German style—I
heaved it up. And for readers who really don’t trust such do-it-yourself
explorations, try the etymological entry for upheave in the OED online.
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the Begriff that was the workhorse of his thinking. Through the section on
“Phenomenology” in the Philosophie des Geistes, Hegel described how Geist
moved itself through a series of Aufhebungen, heaving itself up from naive
awareness into controlling its sense perceptions and initiating systematic
understanding and then heaving itself through yet another Aufhebung into self-
consciousness.

Hegel’s first five paragraphs of the section on “Phenomenology,” surveyed
what Geist must to do to heave itself up into a state of reason, the formative
agenda of the whole section. Then Hegel went back to its beginning and
explained how Geist moved itself through key states of consciousness to throw
itself into a state of self-consciousness. After it has made each move, Geist sees
that each heave has made sense, but making the heave was contingent and
difficult, sometimes dangerous and painful. The Deweyan précis covered what
Geist did but diffused the agency of Geist, dropping out the difficulty and risk,
describing it as something that simply happened. For instance, the précis
summarized the Aufhebungen through which consciousness readies itself for
self-consciousness by reporting the results in four packets, each beginning “it
is discovered that....” (179 summarizing §9418-423) Thus readers get a series
of outcomes to actions by a vague agent they cannot grasp.

For Hegel, the difficulty and risk that Geist faced in moving itself from desire
to reason involved Anerkennen, the Begriff denoting the process that takes
place as a self-aware, desiring agent encounters another self-aware, desiring
agent. Hegel had prepared the way with several paragraphs on how self-
conscious desire initially leads Geist to consume into itself what is not itself,
the object of its self-aware desire, to eat, to drink, to nourish the self. This
desire, felt as a drive to take possession, motivates the life and death struggle
that erupts when two self-aware agents encounter each other. When an [,
knowing only desire, encounters a different I driven too by desire, each sees the
other as an object to be possessed, consumed as one’s own. Both enter
compulsively into a struggle to death, until one, on the brink, desists, choosing
in defeat life over death, recognizing—acknowledging, honoring, respecting—
the other as a self-aware I, driven by a desire like its own. Unlike the contract
theorists, who superficially conceived an originating conflict and a facile,
prudential contract resulting from it,s2 Hegel deeply probed the struggle
culminating in a recognition, affirming life in the face of death. It issued
eventually, not in a contract, but in each reciprocally recognizing the other and

62 Hobbes, Leviathan, Pt. I, Ch. 14, has natural law, “by which men are
commanded to endeavour peace,” driving the process, with the originating
contract following from the expression of that law. Locke in the Second
Treatise, described roughly the same process with slightly different clauses
to the resultant contract. For them, natural law was a given; for Hegel Geist
was a self-creation, with lots of contingency to the steps along the way.
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oneself as autonomous, self-aware beings. Geist could base many different
bonds upon that recognition.ss

Hegel took 10 pages to show this struggle unfolding fully and to probe its
consequences and implications. The précis compressed those into a bit more
than one page, dropping out a great deal. The précis summed up what
happened with an abbreviated discussion of two selves recognizing each other
by stating that “full freedom is developed when the particular selves recognize
that there is a true unity of will to which all equally owe obedience.” (85) The
quotation formally states the result of the recognizing process, but the human
experiencing of the process would be of greater interest to the
humanist/historicist Hegel, and Hegel explored it in some detail in the original.
In the précis, the reciprocal dynamic requisite in two persons recognizing one
another became converted immediately into a condition of unity, putting
philosophy before phenomenology.

The précis confused the Hegelian struggle that erupts when two primordially
self-conscious persons encounter one another with the Hobbesian war of each
against all. It held further that through the struggle that stops just short of
death, the victor, the evident master, achieved recognition, for he “learns that
he must not destroy others but that he must care for them in order to be cared
for himself. He recognizes, that is, that his free existence is dependent upon the
existence of others and is not in hostility to other existences.” (85) Edifying
pabulum! For Hegel, the struggle left the victor in his Trumpian ignorance,
supposedly superior but bereft of recognition by the loser, whom the victor
could neither fathom nor trust. The slave had ironically become the free man,
able to both see himself as himself and as the master saw him. The master,
alone with his mastery, could only do that by renouncing his mastery,
recognizing the other, not as the slave, but the free man, a peer, who now stood
before him.

Early and late, Dewey passed over a lot in Hegel’s thought that might have
helped him develop his positive goals. The précis compressed a text in which
Geist repeatedly heaved itself up into new frameworks, unleashing new forms
of activation for itself while preserving what in substance it previously had
made of itself. Dewey’s Collected Writings show no sign that he tarried with the
concept of aufheben and incorporated it into his mode of understanding
human action. Variants of the term, either as sublation or aufheben, do not
occur in its many volumes. Using plain English, Dewey once noted how readers
might heave a sigh of relief, and he referred on occasion to upheavals as

63 It would take us too far afield here, but the implications of Hegel’s basing
cultural and political life on the reciprocal recognition of self and other as
self-aware and self-forming agents, rather than parties to a contract that
converts a putative natural law into a compact securing civil peace or the
protection of property, has powerful implications for the sort of polity people
aspire to inhabit. Anerkennen deepens the sense of mutual commitment
among people and leavens the locus for social democracy.
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historic events like the Russian Revolution. Although Hegel’s ghost might refer
to those as Aufhebungen, Dewey’s usage did not signal his adoption of Hegelian
concepts here. Had he done so, Dewey might have practiced his program of
reconstruction more effectively, but he did not do so.

To approach a close, we can only think suggestively about what Dewey did
not get from Hegel, or from Kant, or many others, that might have empowered
his aspirations. Importantly, had Dewey taken more from Hegel, he might not
have developed that sour attitude towards past thought that one of his critics
remarked upon. In his writing, Dewey concentrated quite hard on both
personal development and historical change, but what he says about them
frankly does not excite much interest because Dewey omitted what Santayana
called the foreground of all the experience, its contingency in time and space
for the agent constructing it. In contrast, Hegel crafted his concepts to grasp
that contingency, Protean change through experience, historical and personal.

With more attention to Hegel’s account of how spirit opens new paths from
the internal tensions in past achievements Dewey might have had a different
way to deal with all those dualisms with which he warred. Aufhebungen also
might have provided a better way to think about the formative experience that
the young unfold for themselves than Dewey’s description of it as a process of
continuous growth, which glossed over its inner working with a softly padded
outer cover. Dewey could also have done more with the problem of recognition,
Anerkennen, to resist the impersonalizing forces, powerful in his world and
ours. Modern schooling, even schooling pervaded by Deweyan principles, all
too often fails to support the efforts of those who toil within it to achieve
meaningful recognition, Anerkennen of self and other. And finally, Dewey
showed few signs that he considered Begriffsbildung, concept formation, as a
potential alternative to his obsession with method in thinking about how
scientists proceed in advancing their work and understanding.

Suffice it for now, to wrap Hegel up. The 1897 course really was an 1891
course. The vast bulk of substantive documentation for Dewey on Hegel comes
from that earlier date. Early in 1891, in an expression of his reconstructive
program, Dewey clearly drew a line between Kant and Hegel, judging Hegel’s
thought to be in substance on the side of the reconstructors: “I conceive
Hegel—entirely apart from the value of any special results—to represent the
quintessence of the scientific spirit.” But he foresaw a problem, too, continuing
to note that the state of science had been such that “Hegel’s standpoint was,
therefore of necessity obscure.” (EW3: 134-141, quotations: 138 & 140) In 1891
Dewey hoped that he might overcome that obscurity, but quickly an
increasingly mute record suggests subsequent experience was disabusing him
of that hope.*

64 Thirty-eight years later, a passage from The Quest for Certainty, partially
quoted already, uncannily reprises this one. “Hegel's system may be looked
on as a triumph in material content of the modern secular and positivistic
spirit. It is a glorification of the here and now, an indication of the solid
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That Dewey continued for a time to give his course on Hegel’s Logic and on
the Philosophy of Spirit tells us little—we all have taught topics after our flush
excitement for them has waned. In Democracy and Education (EW9: 62-5), in
Reconstruction (MW 12: 90, 140, 157), and in The Quest (LW4: 50-52), Dewey
clearly put Hegel among the bad guys in need of reconstruction. During the two
big wars, Dewey showed little compunction in including Hegel among those to
blame for German transgressions. (MWS8: 184-200 & 421-442; MW10: 221-226)
Did Dewey need to target Hegel in his work at reconstruction? Did he need to
uncouple from earlier thinkers to make the case for his present views? By
doing so, did he diminish his own intellectual resources for putting forward his
positive philosophy?

I think Dewey’s negative agenda of reconstruction had neither substance
nor purpose. He could have advanced his positive agenda just as well without it
and by pursuing negative he channeled his energy into a sinkhole and
impoverished the background from which he could draw in developing his
actual achievements.

Envoi

Let’s back away a bit from both Hegel and Kant, and think in conclusion
about Dewey’s view of history. Dewey treated historical life in a deeply
reductionist way. To begin, he schematized it, reducing the record to a few
names, keywords, associations, memes, and conventional capsulations. Then
he configured all that into a single great problem, both enduring and
pernicious, the split between intellectual life and material life, and he took the
reconciliation of that split as the grail of his quest. Dewey’s reductionist history
diluted what it preserved and consigned to oblivion what his schemas did not
catch. Does historical life really involve a split between matter and mind? Not if
historical life involves living agents acting in a world thinking about what they
do.

“Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.”ss Let’s
think briefly as critical philosophers about Santayana’s famous dictum, asking,
how is historical life possible? For someone living in a human world, it is not
only the categories of Kantian logic that make experience possible. All sorts of

meanings and values contained in actual institutions and arts. It is an
invitation to the human subject to devote himself to the mastery of what is
already contained in the here and now of life and the world, instead of
hunting for some remote ideal and repining because it cannot be found in
existence. In form, however, the old tradition remains intact.” Dewey
continued, “these meanings and values, their ‘absolute’ character, is proved
by their being shown to be manifestations of the absolute spirit according to
a necessary and demonstrative logical development.” And then concluding,
“no matter what the detailed conclusions of the special sciences, the ideal
authority of truth, goodness, and beauty are secure possessions of ultimate
Being independently of experience and human action.” (LW4: 51-2)

65 Santayana (1910): 1:284.
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acquired concepts, tools, principles, routines, regulations, laws, ideas,
compacts, practices, tastes, skills, desires, works of art and literature, and so
much more, serve in making experience possible in its full human complexity.
The wondrously rich past, all the available culture, both high and popular,
stands prior to present experience and it always will. Relative to possible
experience, history stands as an array of a priori synthetic resources for the
construction of experience in the living present.’ Why rail against it? Why
desiccate it in empty schemas?

Let us entertain the possibility that positively bad ideas are very rare and
that historical change does not convert sound thinking achieved in former
times into a set of erroneous propositions. Error puts thought out of context.
Context binds thought and historical change alters contexts. Without care
about who is doing what and why, thought easily stagnates and people apply
ideas out of context. That is why I have been harping on the importance of
remaining clear about agency, suspicious that Dewey did not maintain clarity
about who was acting with various ideas for what purposes.

To see what I mean, reflect on the list of dualisms that Dewey worried over
in Democracy and Education. The list in his original index was long, over 30

66 If we shoo philosophy into a little world of its own, a priori synthetic concepts
seem very problematic, self-contradictions balancing the tautologies of the a
priori analytic. But if we take philosophy out of its box where the only
problems are “problems of philosophy” as they say, and situate it in our
lives as we live them, the situation changes. Experience becomes what
happens for us, with our participation in its formation, at that ever-moving
transition between future and past. The a priori synthetic becomes that
conceptual domain of anticipatory thinking by which we try to make
experience better rather than worse. We deploy our conceptual resources
prior to experience in thinking thoughts that haven’t happened yet. In
educating ourselves, we engage conceptually in forming all those synthetic a
priori concepts with which we seek to conduct our lives as well as we can.

Situating all abstraction in the worldly lives of the human animal as we
live them allows us to form an understanding of historical reason and a view
of education tightly related to that, historical pedagogy. These terms delimit
a broad set of concerns that over the past 250 years or so have been
mobilizing a recessive counterpoint to more dominant institutional
initiatives in public life: the creation of apparent entities—nations, bureaus,
corporations, parties, ethnicities, unions, schools, universities, museums,
foundations, clubs, and on—with us all using the logic of fictitious persons
to endow them with fictitious lives. This dominant strategy has enabled
people to greatly improve the conditions of their lives and it may even prove
sustainably beneficial provided we do not mistake the fictitious lives of these
embodied abstractions for lives more “real” than those we live. Catastrophes
build wherever the proportion of persons choosing to live apparatchik lives
becomes the prevailing norm.
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pairs: activity and knowledge, activity vs. mind, authority vs. freedom, and so
on. Each part of each dualism stands on its own as a legitimate topic in
education. Take out the conjunctions, the versuses! Dewey linked them
together as apparent dualisms that he could dispense with. Separately, even
paired, these concepts posed no problem in their proper contexts. Changed
conditions posed the problem. Changed conditions altered the contexts in
which people used powerful concepts, altering who tried to do what with them
for what reasons, inviting the inappropriate use of the ideas.®’ Let’s see how
new conditions altered agency, shifting who would use the concepts in what
ways.

Once upon a time, the agent of education was the infant, the child, the
youth, the man and woman, and if we stop ourselves, that is still sort-of true,
perhaps even more than sort-of. But Dewey was writing in a time when
“education” was rapidly becoming institutionalized, writing explicitly for
prospective normal school teachers. With these historical changes, the agent of
education ceased to be the person engaged in an effort at lifelong self-
formation. It shifted to the institutions that the public powers were everywhere
creating with the purpose of educating the young and even the mature. Hence,
education has become what schools do.

Dewey participated in this displacement that was occurring through the
institutionalization of education—perhaps reluctantly, perhaps by
inadvertence.®® We respond to his pedagogy because he seems to have wanted

67 John Dewey, Democracy and Education: An Introduction to the Philosophy of
Education (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1916), p. 442. Unlinking the
concepts yields a list of topics worth one’s considering in the course of self-
formation: academic [intellectual studies|, activity, capital [economic],
character, conduct, conservatism, culture, discipline, efficiency, emotions,
empiricism, ends, environment, experience, general, habit, heredity,
humanism, individual, inner, institutionalism, intellect, intelligence,
interest, knowledge, labor, logical, means, naturalism, objective, outer,
particular, philosophy, physical, practical studies, practice, progressiveness,
psychical, psychological, rationalism, soul, subjective, theory, and thinking.

68 Note the term “participated.” No one, not even the most “influential”
thinkers, cause large-scale historical changes. Whether the
institutionalization of “education” or the demise of metaphysical thinking,
all significant historical change comes about through very complicated,
recursive interactions among innumerable persons in all manner of
situations. Leadership takes place as many persons decide to emulate one
exemplar—a person, group, or idea—rather than another. Dewey’s inability
to use history well exemplified a broader, deeper amnesia weakening 20th-
century progressivism in both education and public life. Dewey did not
cause it, but he stood as an exemplar of it. No one can simply will its
reversal, but we can and should try to exemplify alternatives as well as we
can—better than we are doing—so that we can see what happens in
subsequent historical movement.
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to preserve the agency of the child and the person in their educational
experience. But he muddled it. He liked to blur his prose, and “education”
became a metaphysical blob, a subtype of Dewey’s “experience” both actions
without agents. A new context—institutional programs, programs in which
normal school teachers would be functionaries—would alter who would use the
concepts for what purpose. Concepts formerly of use to the agents of
education, would become potential principles controlling activities by those
acting impersonally in support of the educative agents, an open invitation for
the concepts to regulate activities inappropriately.

We can avoid such displacement by asking the Kantian question—How is
educational experience possible, especially for whom?—doing it in the Hegelian
style, grasping its possibility as its agent experiences it. Here the non-Hegelian
character of Dewey’s program of reconstruction becomes apparent. The
changed conditions supported a pedagogical Aufhebung in which the child
heaves herself up into a new, more abstract educational situation. Still, having
heaved herself up into the school, the child remains the child, and the full set
of conceptual resources meaningful outside the institutional context carry over
into the new context, significant and important to the child. She continues to
construct her possible educational experience with all those powerful concepts,
which Dewey deprecated as parts of pernicious dualisms.

Think of education-as-preparation, which in Democracy and Education
Dewey wonderfully debunked as the pedagogical poohbahs then and now
propound it. But he let the displacement stand by debunking the misuse
without really affirming its proper use. As a pedagogical concept, education-as-
preparation has immense importance and value to the person pursuing self-
formation. Even for the poohbahs, education-as-preparation might seem to
involve some serious meditation on Max’s Weber’s two great essays on the
vocations of science and politics, but in our brave new world of public life
serious preparation by the poohbahs seems to pass as entirely unneeded.
(Weber, 2009) But the child, the real agent of education, engages the question
of education-as-preparation continuously, seriously, in work and in make-
believe.

Children, all of us, engage in shaping ourselves through our unfolding
sequence of life choices by preparing for all sorts of futures, quite authentically
whether imaginatively or actively, even when the prospective future is absurd.
The vital context for the concepts involved in the various dualisms, to which
Dewey objected, properly involve the persons engaged together in a world in the
effort of mutual self-formation, recognizing one another, working to shape
themselves intentionally, against the behavioral conditioning of the forces
playing upon them. We do not need to censor or reduce this conceptual
repertoire from the past; we need to keep the concepts aligned with their
authentic agents as the environment of action changes.

Something else also: the agents of possible experience act not as roles, but
as living persons. The person who became the normal school teacher, had not
only to perform the requirements of her office, but to engage qua person with
the child qua child in a process of Anerkennen, of reciprocal recognition, not as
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pupil and teacher, but as two autonomous persons, each able to recognize that
the other like herself, has recognized her full humanity. If we think about the
concepts on the list of dangerous dualisms from the point of view of the child
or youth or person who might use them to construct their experience, we see
them all having substantial value in the correct context of use. The lives of real
persons, of children and youths and everyone else, are complex, many-sided,
continuous, social and interpersonal—each and everyone has a real stake in
each and every concept on Dewey’s index.

Dewey reacted to critical philosophy, particularly Kant’s contribution to it,
as a body of doctrine that he did not like because to him it seemed to impede
the sound application of intelligence to the conduct of life. Others saw critical
philosophy as a Begriff, as itself a concept of both inquiry and construction,
enabling a living person to start from a this or that, from a given, proceeding
carefully to ask how that given was possible. It has been an extremely fruitful
stance since the 1890s. Tom Rockmore’s excellent survey of 20th-century
philosophy, In Kant’s Wake, and the essays in John Dewey and Continental
Philosophy gathered by Paul Fairfield, explore the possibilities. Had Dewey been
less hostile to Kant, Rockmore’s short section on Dewey’s interaction with Kant
might have had more meat to survey and something like Fairfield’s collection
would probably have been published long before 2010.%

What Dewey missed, we’re missing too, and that’s our problem. His
instrumentalism epitomized the virtues of the progressive movement. His
instrumentalist commitments—organizing the AAUP, work with leading
educational associations, the League for Independent Political Action, American
Children’s Theatre, the Social Frontier, The Committee for Cultural Freedom, to
name a few—were diverse, high-minded initiatives for the betterment of all. But
instrumentalism may have slowly decayed. Are we awakening to find it out of
control? High-minded instrumentalism might have been fine, “a faith in
intelligence, as the one and indispensable belief necessary to moral and social
life.” (LW2: 21) But how does an abstract property like intelligence function as
a belief in moral and social life? Who does what with it? What in
instrumentalism has worked to keep it high-minded? Suddenly we find
ourselves awash in lots of low-minded instrumentalism, in tweets and talking
points, bubbles and echo chambers, a ship of state that’s become a ship of
fools. Do we clearly know what agents and verbs can jump into action under
the banner of instrumentalism? Does Trump: The Art of the Deal illustrate

69 See Rockmore (2006): esp. 88-94 and Fairfield (2010): passim. I think many
of the contributions suffer from the urge to inflate Dewey by association
with other thinkers of high repute, an urge to which I hope this essay serves
as an antidote. For instance, perhaps the most fruitful comparison between
Dewey and an continental thinker would have been Wilhelm Dilthey, who
received only a meager passing reference. Kloppenberg (1986) provides an
excellent general view and a sense of Dewey’s place within it prior to World
War L.
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instrumentalism at work, or does it exemplify anti-instrumentalism and why?
Google “John Dewey and the NEA”—what’s the relation of the top ten hits to
instrumentalism in theory and practice?

Dewey’s positive goals served good purposes. He generally backed
constructive policies, goals and programs that would pass Rawlsian tests of
justice as fairness, and he advanced them with dedication within his time. But
did that result through his philosophy or from his sensibility? Instrumentalism
fails to clarify and leaves obscure to what actions by whom it addresses.
“Instrumentalism maintains ... that action should be intelligent and reflective,
and that thought should occupy a central position in life.” (LW2: 19) That’s
nice, but it glosses over far too much. Thinking that forgets, obscures,
conceals, or disguises the agent who thinks instrumentally about who-knows-
what becomes deeply irresponsible by omission or commission.

We must not rest on Dewey’s laurels. The public still has its problems. We
grossly fail to achieve reciprocal recognition of each and all. And both
democracy and education, as we know them, have become as much hindrances
as helps to humane learning and to a humane public life. Let’s do what Dewey
didn’t finish, or even try, let’s work with all the historical resources he might
have drawn on. Let’s pay prolonged attention to the intractable problems and
to the formative principles in order to educate ourselves, beneath the surface,
to build a common life on real foundations.”

Kant stated the three fundamental questions that all share across time and
space: What can I know? What should I do? What may I hope? (CPR:
A805/B833) Living our lives, constructing our experience, we seek to answer
these questions. Let us bear down on them. Among other things....

What can I know? Let’s undertake a sustained, serious Critique of
Education, not another smug complaint about all the wrong that others are
doing and not another arrogant pontification about needs and imperatives by a
secure commission of distracted souls. How is formative experience possible?
What are the limits of its possibility? What do people do that transgress the
limits of possible formative experience? What can they do for themselves and
others within those limits of possibility? Be prepared—howls of denial will greet
a critique of education carried out with fullness, rigor, and clarity of mind.

What should I do? Let’s work to discover, develop, and practice, within the
limits of possible education, how to cultivate the capacities of each for human
agency in a world of constraints. If we are not educating ourselves for agency in
the midst of real circumstances, we are submitting ourselves to propaganda
and manipulation. To get on that path of discovery, development, and practice,
we need to stand patiently under the few great efforts, like Kant’s Critique of
Pure Reason, Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit, like Vico, Montesquieu,

70 T have addressed these and related matters at greater length in a semi-
autobiographical essay, Enough: A Pedagogic Speculation (New York: The
Reflective Commons, 2012) and in a forthcoming book, Formative Justice
(New York: The Reflective Commons, 2018).
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Rousseau, Herder, Schleiermacher, Marx, Nietzsche, Dilthey, Weber, Dewey
too, Ortega y Gasset, Arendt, and all that comes in their train, understanding
their most difficult texts, absorbing their spirit while seeking to exceed their
grasp.”!

What may I hope? Let’s aspire, with humility and hope, to achieve a state of
universal recognition in which each feels fulfilled at once in and for herself, a
state in which the subjective sense of self that each feels and thinks fully
harmonizes with the objective realities each experiences, and a state in which
all know with confidence that all are living fully in that state of fulfillment. No
one can enjoy such fulfillment in this world as it is, but each and all do expect,
need, and merit heaving ourselves up, meaningfully at it, despite the realities of
our unhappy consciousness. Without that feeling of meaningful movement, we
disengage in resentful alienation from personal and collective life. In this world
as it is, we may hope to join in shared effort, inclusive of all, to better
approximate the human fulfillment of all.

Let’s think back to Newberry Hall as Dewey spoke to the students he would
soon leave behind. He called to mind the great ideals of a great religion and he
must have felt that at Chicago and beyond he would pursue his version of
those ideals in his more secular way. Now for us, our quest—rigorously
critiquing how education is possible, discovering how to form and educate our
human agency in a world of constraint, and working to recognize reciprocally
our mutual humanity—more meaningfully expresses the trinity of shared
questions in yet different language. Whatever the language, the ideals, the self-
expectations, move us with meaning. We all form and pursue them as ordinary
humans, and in forming and pursuing his, Dewey made mistakes yet
accomplished a lot. His mistakes become cautions for us, his accomplishments
become our standard. As humans, no different from Dewey, we have our
opportunity to heed his cautions and to improve upon the standards that he
and so many others have set through what they were able to know, by what
they did, and for which they hoped.

You! The young, grasp your turn!

Acknowledgements: | am grateful to Steve Cohen, Ellen Lagemann, Jinx
Roosevelt, Maxine McClintock, and Avi Mintz for helpful comments on drafts

71 In naming figures like these I am trying to indicate what I take to be the
intellectual space from which formation of historical reason and historical
pedagogy has been beginning to take place. In doing so, I am not saying
anything definitive about the intellectual inputs into these concerns, for the
list merely indicates something about my intellectual horizon in thinking
about them. Others would have a different list and no one would encompass
the scope of the whole effort. I think that each person develops, like it or
not, a protean field of reference that functions for each as my canon, and
the more each does so with sustained self-awareness the better. Suffice that
each takes responsibility one’s own canon; the canon, like so many other
specious legitimizers, lies beyond the bounds of possible experience.
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Appendix A: The Book and the Précis

In my view, Dewey based the first 3599 of “Hegel’s Philosophy of Spirit”
primarily on Rosenzranz (1844) and the remaining 12099 on Hegel (1845). As I
explain in note 53, Dewey had two modes of discourse interwoven throughout
the text. Direct exposition, the primary one, had Hegel as the subject of the
verbs, i. e., “Hegel begins his Philosophy of Spirit with the declaration....” (J38)
In the secondary, Dewey used “we” as the subject, signaling that he would be
explaining to his auditors how we, Dewey together with his audience, in a time
different from Hegel’s, can best understand what he was saying, i. e., “We are
accustomed to think of revelation as an empty form which may reveal this
thing or that thing or the other as it happens. ... But the spirit reveals precisely
itself; the revelation and the revealed are the same thing.” (147) Dewey does not
speak for himself alone in the text.

Page 45 shows the correlation for Hegel’s Introductory s and the Section
on Mind Subjective. Page 46 gives the correlation for the 2nd and 3rd Sections,
Mind Objective and Absolute Mind. Hegel discussed the material in Mind
Subjective much more thoroughly than in Mind Objective and Absolute Mind,
averaging 2.25 pages per | in the first and just under .8 in the 2nd and 3rd.
Dewey compressed the exposition to about one quarter the length of Hegel’s
original and he included coverage of all the different parts of Hegel’s text,
consistent with the idea that Dewey’s text gave a careful exposition of what
Hegel’s text contained. In contrast, interpretations of one thinker by another
characteristically concentrate on those parts of the first thinker’s work most
important for the later thinker’s interpretation.

I think Dewey derived his material in the opening 3599 largely from the 1st
and 214 books of Rosenkranz (1844). One cannot show a tight correlation,
however, because Dewey compressed his exposition radically (to under 7%)
relative to Rosenkranz and he mixed in bits of material from Caird (1883). The
initial narrative in Dewey’s first 39 reflects Rosenkranz with some examples
Americanized. Dewey also seems to follow Rosenkranz in drawing significantly
from Hegel’s early texts on religion, including two brief quotations that
Rosenkranz made. Also, from 16 on through Y26, Dewey characterized Hegel’s
initial system as it stood circa 1800, which Rosenkranz did at considerable
length (42 pages) at the end of Book 1 of Hegel’s life. Throughout the initial
3599s, Dewey used an expository diction, but one that did not use variants on
“Hegel said” very much.
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Hegel's paragraph numbers as in Philosophy of Mind in Hegel,

2000.
| Dewey's paragraph numbers as in Shook & Good, 2010.
| | Detailed contents of Hegel's Philosophy of Mind
37738 Introduction (Einleitung)
381 41-45 What Mind is (Begriff des Geistes)
382 46 Geist is Freedom
383 47 Geist is Self-revealing
384 48 Geist is Absolute
385 49 Subdivision
387 50-52 I. Mind Subjective
388-390 53-57 A. Anthropology. The Soul
391 58 a. The Physical Soul
392-395 59-64 (a) Physical qualities
396 65 (B) Physical alterations
399-402 66-68 (y) Sensibility
403 69 b. The Feeling Soul
405 69 (a) The Feeling Soul in its immediacy
407 70 (B) Self-feeling
409 72-73 (y) Habit
411 73-74 c. The Actual Soul
413 75 B. Phenomenology of Mind. Consciousness
418 76 a. Consciousness Proper
418 76 (a) Sensuous consciousness
420 77 (B) Sense-perception
422 78 (y) The Intellect
424 79 b. Self-Consciousness
425 80-81 Hegel criticizes but does not identify Kant,
Dewey made it explicit
426-29 82-83 (a) Appetite
430-35 84 (B) Self-consciousness recognitive
436 85 (y) Universal self-consciousness
438 85 c. Reason
440-44 86 C. Psychology. Mind
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445
446-450
451
452-454
455-460
461
465
469
471
473
479
481-482

483
488
488
493
496-502
503

*

504
505-506
507-512
513-517

518

523

524

529

533

535
537-546

87
89-90
91
92
93-98
99-101
102
103
103
103
103
104

105
106
106
107
108
109
110

111
112
113-116
117-118
119
120
121
122
122
123-124
125-126

a. Theoretical Mind
(a) Intuition
(B) Representation
(1) Recollection
(2) Imagination
(3) Memory
(y) Thinking
b. Mind Practical
(a) Practical Sense
(B) The Impulses and choice
(y) Happiness
c. Free Mind

Hegel compressed Sections II & III versus Section I
II & III: (9499 in 74pp.), I: (10699 in 241pp)
II. Mind Objective
A. Law
a. Property
b. Contract
c. Right versus Wrong
B. The Morality of Conscience (Die Moralitcit)
Dewey interpolated a general explanation
using the sophists & Socrates
a. Purpose (Der Vorsatz)
b. Intention (Die Absicht und das Wohl)
c. Goodness and Wickedness
C. The Moral Life or Social Ethics
a. The Family
b. Civil Society
(a) The System of Wants
(B) Administrative Justice
(y) Police and Corpoeration
c. The State

(a) Constitutional Law
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547 127 (B) External Public Law
548-552 131-147 (y) Universal History

553 148 III. Absolute Mind
556 149-153 A. Art

564 153-154  B. Revealed Religion
572 155 C. Philosophy
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