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I. Theses  introductory remarks  summary  

John Dewey is deemed as America’s outstanding philosopher of progressive education and Democ-

racy. Indeed, Dewey was in his time one of the most influential philosophers and most important 

intellectual writers. We don’t need to list his merits. I think it is more important to stress aspects 

which are in strict opposition to this fact or are seldom discussed in this context.  

1. Regarding education:  

At the beginning of Dewey’s fame as progressive educational reformer stands the Laboratory 

School, existing 1896-1904, which Dewey founded and managed during his academic stay at the 

University of Chicago. Unfortunately the Chicago University School was not a model of success. 

New historic research unveils that not reactionary forces but Dewey himself and his wife (head-

master in the last year of the school) had been responsible for the failure of the famous pedagogic 

experiment. In later decades Dewey had to fight against critics who condemned his program of 

“progressive” education  especially the project method that was propagated by Dewey’s younger 

friend and academic pupil, William H. Kilpatrick. Ever since the American “Sputnik-shock” in 

1957 it was definitively dead: The general understanding was that the so-called progressive educa-

tion neglects the curriculum as well sophisticated teaching and learning of abstract theoretical 

knowledge. To be “progressive” in the sense of Dewey and Kilpatrick was deemed to be practical 

and socially oriented, but without any ambitious aspiration. On the whole the project method was 

extremely far from fulfilling the vision of becoming the general method of teaching in schools of 

America and elsewhere, because social participation and experience of practical life could not (and 

can not today) substitute teaching and learning of sophisticated theoretical knowledge that is ade-

quate for the science- and achievement-oriented society.  

In Dewey’s view the (non private) public school, open for all, is the most important “agency of 

democracy” (lw 15, p. 282). Dewey’s notion of the “democratic” in schooling stood in contrast to 

all kinds of gaining elites by special training for gifted pupils in order to promote their college ca-

reer. Likewise he vehemently opposed all publicley discussed proposals that the high number of 

children with weak school achievement and cases of persistent illiteracy should be trained for me-

nial work in industry. This kind of “useful pragmatism” (which, more than others, would concern 

Afro-American families) was not Dewey’s bag. School has to integrate children on the basis of 

their individuality, in order to treat them as equal  within a society divided by social barriers. The 

public discussion about the PISA ranking opens new aspects to reconsideration like image, social 

function and ends of the school system today.  

2. Regarding growth – the term at the heart of a naturalist educational philosophy1 

According to Richard D. Mosier Dewey’s most valuable contribution to pedagogy lies in the fact that 

he manages to unite the two major strands of educational research in the USA. The one strand saw edu-

                                                 
1 See Hein Retter, Dewey's Progressive Education, Experience and Instrumental Pragmatism with Particular Reference to 

the Concept of Bildung. In: Pauli Siljander, Ari Kivelä & Ari Sutinen (Eds.): Theories of Bildung and Growth. Connections 

and Controversies Between Continental Educational Thinking and American Pragmatism. Rotterdam (Sense Publishers) 

2012, p. 281-302; p. 291f.  
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cation as a formative process shaped by external and internal experience; the other saw education as a 

growth process that led to mental maturity as a result of the inherent development of the organism. In a 

dialectic process with the environment, the actively learning organism undergoes experiences that ena-

ble it to shape its behaviour and influence the environment. From this we can see that Dewey’s concept 

of education is complex. He interprets education as the interplay of various processes related to human 

development in a social context, all stemming from an uninterrupted “experiential continuum”. The 

external experience and the inner stream of consciousness (William James) represent a dynamic dialec-

tic that results in a synthesis that develops ever further. Mosier explains this in the following: 

„This continuum is regarded as containing within itself the two principles of continuity and interaction. 

The first principle assures, that experience is continuous, in brief, that experience is also a growth. The 

second principle is intended to indicate that the conditions of genuine growth include formative influ-

ences from without, whose breaks in the principle of continuity are the condition for the existence of 

continuity. Hence, in the philosophy of John Dewey and his circle, the conception of education as ex-

perience includes the inevitable corollary, the conception as education of growth.“ (Moisier 1951)2  

Dewey’s basic conception of man in the world presupposes a living organism that organizes itself and 

engages in intelligent interaction with its environment. This is an ongoing process of adaptation; man 

adapts to his physical surroundings, the problems of his own life or the problems his society has. Adap-

tation, in this sense, is both a reactive and an active process. The development of the individual is an 

endless progression from one level to the next higher level. Growth, continuity and development are 

key terms in Dewey’s ideas concerning self-action, interaction and transaction; and they all hark back 

to the naturalistic foundations of his philosophy. So we can say that Dewey’s educational theories, with 

their intimate connection to biological phenomena, have much more in common with the progressive 

education movement in Europe than was earlier thought. Both see growth as the essential element that 

enables the human being to move smoothly through his various stages of development. The gradual 

acquisition of knowledge, moral codes of behaviour and other competencies allows the formation of 

more complex patterns. In one of his earlier articles Dewey wrote: „There must be a constant growth, 

adjustment to new relations, intellectual and moral, and this requires plasticity, variability. (ew 1, p. 

111)3 

In “Democracy and Education”, his most important contribution to pedagogy, he expands on this point: 

“The specific adaptability of an immature creature for growth constitutes his plasticity. This is some-

thing quite different from the plasticity of putty or wax. It is not a capacity to take on change of form in 

accord with external pressure”. (mw 9, p. 49) 

For Dewey, “growth” and “plasticity” are positive terms; their negative counterparts are mechanical 

drill and external pressure. “Plasticicity” is best translated into German by “Bildsamkeit”; but none of 

these terms is value-free. Embedded in the mental process, as a rule, they lead to an ever greater degree 

of maturity. Dewey emphasizes that man, when compared to plant or animal life, has a much greater 

potential for self-realization. Nothing, he says, is predetermined. The consequence is that both parents 

and teachers shoulder an enormous responsibility for future development. Dewey’s view is that educa-

tion ultimately leads to truth. And this can be achieved by understanding experience, adapting to it and 

subsequently improving one’s own self. Dewey emphasizes that experience and education are not one 

and the same thing, since not all experience is good and much can be detrimental for education. Sidney 

Hook says: 

„Education is the process by which on the basis of present experiences we make future experiences 

                                                 
2 RICHARD D. MOISIER, The Educational Philosophy of William T. Harris. Peabody Journal of Education, Vol. 29, Nr. 1 

(July, 1951), 24.  
3 The following abbreviations EW, MW, LW refer to the American Dewey edition (editor-in-chief: Jo Ann Boydstone): The 

Early Works 1882-1898 (EW) – The Middle Works 1899-1924 (MW) – The Later Works 1925-1953 (LW). Carbondale: 

Southern Illinois Press.  
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more accessible, meaningful or controllable. That is why for Dewey experience and education are not 

synonymous“. (mw 9, introduction, p. X) 

The naturalistic concept of education has always conceded that growth and development might be en-

dangered by inappropriate actions undertaken by external forces, for instance the parents. However, the 

fact that the growth of a young organism is always accompanied by natural processes of decay is gen-

erally overlooked. The idea that education is not only a process of enrichment of experience but also a 

process of restricting the wide range of options for action and gaining experience is more or less ig-

nored in Dewey’s work. Valuable experience that is not reworked receives no recognition. It is ques-

tionable whether Dewey’s educational concept, which sees equality, social participation and democracy 

as a product of organic activity, is appropriate for the demands of modern society. With his holistic 

approach, Dewey’s interpretation of social participation reveals that there is little difference between 

the teacher carrying out his job and the intelligent, methodically trained gardener – even when the latter 

has to cut back and prune undesirable offshoots. 

 “Ability to respond to meanings and to employ them, instead of reacting merely to physical contacts, 

makes the difference between man and other animals; it is the agency for elevating man into the realm 

of what is usually called the ideal and spiritual. In other words, the social participation affected by 

communication, through language and other tools, is the naturalistic link which does away with the 

often alleged necessity of dividing the objects of experience into two worlds, one physical and one ide-

al” (lw 1, p. 7). 

3. Regarding Dewey’s idea of democracy 

 Dewey’s pedagogical and political main work is the book “Democracy and Education”. The title 

promises more than the book is able to realise. Published in 1916, the interested reader finds there 

the 7th chapter with the headline “The democratic idea of education”. The chapter deals more with 

political history of Europe than of America. Dewey’s political judgements about Europe were all 

his life far from friendly. Regarding history he saw a narrow connection between the absolutism of 

European philosophy (especially of the German idealism) and the kind of political rule in Europe, 

represented in the power of absolute monarchy. Dewey was radical republican. He could not imag-

ine that a monarchy, even with a democratized parliament and an affable, popular monarch, is real-

ly democratic. In his view every monarchy causes social barriers and inequality. Is this so, really? I 

hesitate to confirm that Dewey was right, but the question shows us that it is necessary to have pro-

found knowledge about the latest political theories of modern democracy. It is not enough to praise 

Dewey as the protagonist of Democracy. We have to test whether Dewey’s idea of democracy is 

possibly obsolete today or still a valid challenge for us.  

The content of the 7th chapter in “Democracy and Education”  published during the First World 

War in Europe, but in a time in which the US were not yet involved  is predominantly a critical 

historical view of society, beginning with Platon and ending with concepts of national education of 

European states in the 19th century. The culminating sentence of the chapter is often quoted:  

“A democracy is more than a form of government; it is primarily a mode of associated living, of 

conjoint communicated experience.” (mw 9, p. 93)  

The proposition shows that Dewey wasn’t really interested in the political structure of modern de-

mocracy. Dewey didn’t intend to be concerned with the “form of government”. There is a touch of 

disdain in his statement. Indeed, he was primarily interested in aspects of “associated living” and 

“conjoint communicated experience” in a future-oriented society with developed industry, science, 

technology. The vision of Dewey was: More social participation in public interests are enriching. It 

strengthens the democratic idea and destroys social barriers. You can’t find this ideal neither in the 

every day conflicts of political events nor in the anonymous mass community of modern pluralistic 

urbanity, but, idealisticly spoken, in a lively community with many kinds of personal exchange and 
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social participation  for instance in the community of a parish where every family is acquainted 

with all other families. This view was put forward in his most important political treatise of the 

twentieth, “The Public and Its Problems”, published in 1927. The Search for the Great Community 

(5th chapter of the treatise; lw 2, p. 325ff.) in an era of permanent dynamic change was a political 

ideal which Dewey followed. Dewey was a pioneer of depicting the vision of a better developed 

society in all its traits. The historic root of this attitude goes back to the New England Transcenden-

talism of the 19th century, a romantic (and democratic!) movement, which conceived an universal 

unity between individual experience of nature, religious feeling of mystics and an unpretentious 

life, being in opposition to the beginning of the industrial revolution.    

 In contrast to the view of society as a natural organic body (in analogy to biological cells in their 

functional co-working) you have to consider at least three divergent aspects as the framework of a 

developed theory of modern democracy. First of all it is necessary to discuss Democracy as a po-

litical form: As a form of political power in which the people are acting as the sovereign; this 

means a process of governing with respect for the human rights, just laws, and, last not least, polit-

ical institutions which grant a “cheque and balance” system of self-control in order to avert politi-

cal abuse. Corruption is the main enemy of democracy. Secondly you have to consider democracy 

as a societal form: As a form or state of society with its conflictual balances. Elements of demo-

cratic equality on the one side, and elements of liberal inequality (as a result of individual differ-

ences and personal freedom) are a balanced equilibrium, which includes unavoidable conflicts. 

You find these conflicts in the competition of interests, in the principle of free market, in the politi-

cal fight of parties to get the majority of votes, in political decisions taken by majorities (that 

means: not necessarily taken by wisdom!). The balances of modern democracy are vulnerable. If 

the members of the society have got limitless freedom, so the social and economic culture is threat-

ened by political chaos, Tea Party-capitalism and social Darwinism. On the other side: If the re-

straints of the government (in order to attain economic and social justice in the sense of equality) 

are too strong for the individual, then society changes rapidly to a dictatorship of inhuman social-

ism.  

Thirdly you have to discuss democracy as a form of living together. This aspect is the only one 

that has Dewey’s attention. Dewey’s intellectual power lies  in my opinion  in his ability of po-

litical analysis, but even more, I think, in his high morality and his vision of a better future. His 

belief in this was so distinct, that you can see it analogy to the strength of religious faith.   

4. Regarding philosophy of pragmatism:  

Besides Charles S. Peirce (1839-1914) and William James (1842-1910) Dewey became one of the 

philosophical founding fathers of the American pragmatism after the turn of the century. Simulta-

neously Dewey was strong influenced by a naturalistic view in general, especially by Darwin’s 

theory of evolution (like other pragmatists of his time).  

Dewey stood up for justice in society, but he didn’t recognise the complexity of the whole problem. 

In John Rawls’ “Theory of justice” (1971) you may see the continuation in the endeavour of solv-

ing the basic problems of a just society, but also Rawls couldn’t satisfy his numerous critics. Dew-

ey saw deeper as other contemporary philosophers that there exist many unsolved problems in sci-

ence and society, which need a method of adequate handling. Pragmatism promised to offer such 

method. Pragmatism could be “Weltanschauung” too, that means a successful way to find the 

meaning of life. Dewey preferred a more modest view of pragmatism, he understood pragmatism 

as a method to solve problems which the traditional European philosophy failed to treat  by reason 

of its philosophical absolutism, its lack of interesting in thinking practical and it controversies since 

the time philosophical quarrels in the 17th and 18th century between proponents of the rationalism 
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of Descartes, Leibniz, Spinoza on the one hand, and on the other hand proponents of the British 

philosophical empiricism of Bacon, Locke, Hume. Especially the philosophy of Immanuel Kant, 

who tried to integrate both philosophical lines in his own system, challenged Dewey’s critique. 

Dewey didn’t accept Kant’s basic difference between the world as empirical phenomenon and the 

world as non-empirical (metaphysical) “thing in-itself”. The base of pragmatism is (1.) to com-

prehend thinking as a kind of human acting, (2.) to evaluate experience as the only source of men-

tal faculties. (3.) Experience is not the sum of single sense data, but a meaningful coherent whole. 

The radicalism of philosophical pragmatism is the (at least alleged) renouncement of any deeper 

justification for the truth of experience than by experience itself. Truth is not, in the view of the 

early American pragmatism, the evident matching of subjective thinking with objective reality (so 

the classic view of truth). All kinds of traditional conceptual discriminations like: theory  practice, 

objective  subjective, normative  descriptive (and so on) the pragmatism wanted to eliminate. 

The pragmatic view replaces such an antagonistic thinking by a holistic conception, which experi-

ence delivers. The pragmatist says: Truth is not absolute, it could mean quite different things: The 

truth of an math equation is not the truth of religion, the truth of boundary values to prevent from 

pollution has nothing to do with the truth of a well constructed structure like the Eiffel Tower. 

Truth is not an abstract definition, but the scientific and experience-leaded way to solve a problem. 

The question remains: Who is legitimised to decide about truth in a concrete case with ambivalent 

traits? Following Charles Peirce (and also W. James and Dewey) the scientific community of re-

sponsible researchers (i.e. the group of concerned experts) is authorised to decide what should be 

the truth in scientific affairs. Always is the truth of an issue only a changeable hypothesis that you 

later may replace by a better. Often things for itself are not recognisable, only their impact. Human 

acting in relevant situations without impact is in the light of pragmatism not worth to be men-

tioned. Every acting should have a perceivable impact. This assessment has consequences for edu-

cation. First: The truth of education is complex, it means much more than to reach a high IQ or a 

high PISA ranking. Pragmatism is result-oriented; the pragmatist doesn’t want any result, but the 

apparently best result. The best result in solving a problem or to master a task deserves to be named 

truth.   

European philosophy, especially the German classic idealism of Kant, Hegel and their followers, 

ruled in America throughout the 19th century. In the era before World War I it was normal that in-

terested American students went to Europe, frequently to Germany (the country of classic “Bild-

ung”), to study there some additional semesters or to gain an academic grade. Some academic 

teachers of Dewey and many narrow colleagues of him (so G.H. Mead) did so, but not he himself. 

Pragmatism was the first contribution to a genuine American philosophy, independent from Euro-

pean philosophy. Dewey preferred not the terminus “pragmatism”; his own pragmatic thinking he 

called “instrumentalism”. (mw 3; p. 317) 

5. Regarding Dewey’s relationship to eugenics 

Due to the triumph of genetic and evolutionary theory it was wide-spread in the first decade of the 

20th century to discuss about the problem of population growth on the background of an apparently 

growing number of mind-disabled and feeble people which could weaken the “healthy” genetic 

pool of the nation. Such fears, predicting the genetic decay of society, went round in many (mainly 

protestantic) European countries, but also, and yet more, in the US and Canada. Here the mass of 

uneducated immigrants with low social status provoked such fears, last not least with the con-

cerned authorities. By no means a small number of scientists and intellectuals demanded laws and 

appropriate steps to avert the danger proposing eugenic control, including forced sterilization if 

necessary. This seemed to be a pragmatic approach to solve social problems. Today, after the 
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crimes of the Nazis, it is clear even for hardboiled followers, that eugenic force violates human 

rights.  

100 years ago eugenics seemed  at least in the mind of some influential people  to be a pragmatic 

attempt to protect society from undereducated immigrants who were often deemed to have genetic de-

fects. The influence of evolutionary theory to think so is obvious: Social problems, so the argument 

ran, could be solved by medical interventions. Ferdinand Canning Scott Schiller (1864-1937), a first-

generation pragmatist, was a passionate supporter of eugenics. Birth control and sterilization, so he 

claimed, would ultimately lead to a better and healthier democracy he wrote in his book “Social Decay 

and Eugenical Reform”.4 Recently the bioethicist Glenn McGee published a book entitled “The Perfect 

Baby. A Pragmatic Approach to Genetics”5 in which he refers to Dewey’s future-oriented m? to justify 

genetic engineering. The problem is that Dewey’s concepts could be interpreted in such a way that they 

provide a theoretical foundation for testing and modifying the genetic profile of a human, in order to 

enhance the quality of life. What about Dewey’s attitude to eugenics in his own view?  

Dewey did not espouse eugenics but we have no evidence that he was opposed to such measures before 

the Nazi-period in Germany. Dewey was a fervent believer in the natural sciences and his ideas about 

children and society were inspired by an organological paradigm. He thought that the use of intelligent 

“tools” could lead to an improvement of the human condition. On the one hand, the human being 

should grow and develop as pre-ordained; on the other hand, this growth and development can be 

shaped and formed by the application of certain procedures at the appropriate time. We are all familiar 

with the classic trope of the teacher as a gardener who diligently cultivates his crop but who weeds out 

everything that might endanger an optimal result.   

5. Regarding the role of religion and religious experience 

 Dewey’s religious attitude changed in his life. In the beginning of his academic carrier he appears 

as a pious puritan. The old Dewey however had an atheistic view connected with criticque of the 

Churches as religious institutions. This shows Dewey’s treatise, “A common faith”, published 1934 

(lw 9, p. 3-58). In his time Dewey did not provoke enthusiasm in the major part of the US with his 

pragmatic attempt of secularizing religion. In the meantime the situation has changed, especially in 

European protestantic countries. Many people lost bonds and commitment to the church, they have 

become indifferent towards religion as institution, but not toward religious feelings which exists 

further in many kinds of free and individual spirituality. Recognizing that the message of the insti-

tutionalised Christian religion is experienced as unsatisfying by many people, today theologians 

begin to show interest for the philosophy of pragmatism. Coincidently philosophers show that man 

is a being of self-transcendence.6 The worldwide respect for the human rights make clear that the 

human mind has a sacral dimension.7  Values and ideals belong to a higher sphere of life. If you 

consider the positive effects of religious faith you are not able to recognise any difference between 

God as an existent being or as a fictional power. The pragmatist says: Valid is only the impact, not 

its cause. Why people lost the close relationship to the church, but appreciate religious experience? 

The answer is simple. Religious spirituality conveys the feeling of security in a world of risks and 

unpleasant but existentially meaningful situations. Pragmatically seen, religion (in general) medi-

ates relief for man in the growing complexity of human life, because contingency is the prevailing 

idea for the course of events. Let us unfold the role of religion in Dewey’s world of thought in the 

                                                 
4 F.S.C. SCHILLLER, Social Decay and Eugenical Reform. London (Constable & Co.) 1932, p. 94ff.  
5 Glenn McGee, The Perfect Baby. A Pragmatic Approach to Genetics. Lanham, Md (Rowman & Littlefield) 2000, p. 64, 

70, 124, 138, 153.   See also the book review of DAVID GEMS, Politically Correct Eugenics. Galton Laboratory, Depart-

ment of Biology, University College London. Online: http://www.ucl.ac.uk/~ucbtdag/bioethics/writings/eugenics.html 
6 Hans Joas, Do We Need Religion? Boulder/USA (Paradigm Publ.) 2008.  
7 HANS JOAS, Die Sakralität der Person. Eine neue Genealogie der Menschenrechte. Frankfurt a.M. 3nd. ed. 2012.   
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following text in order to look for consequences for democracy and education.  



7  

II. Religion as the hidden background of Dewey’s Political and Educational Theory 

 

1. Christianity and Democracy 

 John Dewey (1859-1952) is not only known as a leading philosopher of the United States and the 

Western World, but also as a liberal and steady fighter for democracy. With his instrumental pragma-

tism, as well as, with his societal views he is related to the common sense of the American thought-

structure in a special way. Having grown up in the puritan influenced milieu of his home city Burling-

ton, Vermont, his religiosity was especially influenced through his parents. Dewey’s parents were Con-

gregationalists. This is that kind of Calvinism, which is principally for the independence of the congre-

gation and rejects every type of hierarchy. Over against the pressure of his mother’s piety, through 

steady self-inspection to assure his own moral blamelessness, John Dewey developed considerable 

aversions. Moral duty and the warning of sin – to which belonged for the children playing with marbles 

on Sunday – were regular topics in the family; John suffered from pains of conscience and feelings of 

guilt. 

About the unity of democracy and Christianity, which he had experienced as child in his home in Ver-

mont, Dewey mentioned 1929 this:  

“If I may be allowed a personal word, I would say that I shall never cease to be grateful that I was born 

at a time and place where the earlier ideal of liberty and the self-governing community of citizens still 

sufficiently prevailed so that I unconsciously imbibed a sense of its meaning. In Vermont, perhaps even 

more than elsewhere, there was embodied in the spirit of the people the conviction that governments 

were like the houses we live in, made to contribute to human welfare, and that those who lived in them 

were as free to change and extend the one as they were the other when developing needs of the human 

family called for such alterations and modifications.”(LW 5, p. 194)
1
 

 This picture of unity, in which was included a mystical nature experience, reflected his idea of democ-

racy, in which right from the start ethical and social moments played a role. However, important was 

the vital spirituality, which penetrates the community. As professor of philosophy at age 33 Dewey 

gave 1892 at a meeting on Sunday morning a meditation, in which he spoke about “Christianity and 

Democracy.” (EW 4, p. 3-10) One of his first sentences was:  

“It is shown that every religion has its source in the social and intellectual life of a community or race.” 

(EW 4 p. 3)
2
 The most important task of the Christian is to reveal God. The truth of faith, however, 

stands in a special relationship to reality: When the faith is in our consciousness already present, the 

human being has first through his actions to bring the reality of this truth into the external world. 

“God’s kingdom is in us … is in our midst.”   

Dewey wants to clarify that both the democratic consciousness and the Christian experience of salva-

tion come out of the same anthropological source: They both come from the social disposition of the 

human being. His action is always socially oriented: One is the other’s brother. The contradiction be-

tween the message of Jesus and the condition of the world is apparent. The solution of this contradic-

tion is a challenge to every person and to the community, to change this situation through practical ac-

tion. Dewey interprets democratic action and democratic life-style as consequence of the Christian rev-

elation, which is not a one-time act, but which more fully reveals itself the more social barriers, preju-

dice, exploitation can be overcome. He views democracy as standard for the liberation of godly truth 

from its really existing incompleteness caused through man as media of this god-given-truth: 

 “Democracy thus appears as the means by which the revelation of truth is carried on. It is in democra-

cy, the community of ideas and interest through community of action, that the incarnation of God in 

man (man, that is to say, as organ of universal truth) becomes a living, present thing, having its ordi-

nary and natural sense. This truth is brought down to life; its segregation removed; it is made a com-

mon truth enacted in all departments of action, not in one isolated sphere called religious.”  

Democratic action is just like religious action in the first place social action. It gains its spiritual power 

through revelation of the Christian truth. But this truth does not yet really liberate one, if it is only real-
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ized individually. Only after the message has first reached the public, the society, becomes it in a real 

sense true. The only individually recognized message is limited. It brings about no common conscious-

ness. The appeal for a moral better, because socially conscious society, makes clear the enlightened as 

well as secular aspect in Dewey’s understanding of religion, which we can already now outline assum-

ing Dewey’s later religious development. The question of truth, which caused him such effort, science 

answers – Dewey is more and more certain. Science has discovered no God, however, it has demythol-

ogised religion. 

The ability of man to cope with his own fate seems to show that one can do without the transcendent 

instance of “God”, “Jesus” and “The Last Judgment”. Especially the fearful uncertainty to possibly be 

delivered to eternal damnation in the life to come is impossible for Dewey to accept. This dogma is in 

conflict with his humanism; it keeps man in dependence and hinders social progress. Thus the ac-

ceptance of a religious transcendence has given way to an inner-worldly religiosity. It pursues with 

unlimited faith-power the human development of society, whose goal is the social democracy. The 

“good life” through “shared experience” is the dynamic inner-worldly alternative, based on a steady 

societal change, over against the transcendent-static religion which promises an afterlife with its para-

dise.  

For Dewey the vision Democracy was throughout his life the promise of a good life, of which all peo-

ple should be able to partake. Already the young Dewey mentions the main argument of his later cri-

tique of religion: The religious dare not be something separate from all other action. It entails a duty for 

each person, to share one’s own experience with others. The understanding of a shared experience be-

comes later a central moment of his demand to reconstruct democracy as a just society. The radical 

separation of religion from society is not just for the atheistic, but already for the believing Dewey an 

expression of self-righteousness and self-arrogance. The Chicago years starting with 1894 do influence 

Dewey’s religious convictions immensely. In the big city of Chicago he is a member of a group of en-

gaged reformers, which fights against the social and economic need of the working class by establish-

ing institutes of education. In the cooperation with Jane Addams (1860-1935), but also by founding of 

an own laboratory school at the university, Dewey emphasizes that the way to democracy can only be 

done through education. The socially-reformed power and the spirit through which this movement is 

influenced, are of religious nature. The Social Gospel movement, a group of liberal American theologi-

ans which opted for democracy and social justice, convinces Dewey. Here in Chicago he writes his 

“Educational Confession of Faith”, here he demands as most important presupposition of all education 

not only a nominal, but an authentic faith of the existence of moral principles. Dewey’s religiosity un-

dergoes a transformation into the social world, which goes parallel with the loosening of bond to the 

institutions of the Christian religion. In Chicago Dewey’s children no longer attend Sunday school. 

1898 Dewey drops his official membership in the Ann Arbor Congregational Church.
3
 

 

2. Education as Religion 

 The social disposition belongs according to Dewey’s understanding to the nature of man, but everyday 

life shows everywhere deficiencies, a lack of the social. The good becomes the social in that it is placed 

under an ideal which through education can become reality. Education brings about the social life. The 

goal of a fruitful society, through experience and communication, which again is glorified, shows the 

bonum of Dewey’s understanding of society. The school is for him a democratic society in a small 

way, the source of social renewal of society. For Calvin the family was a replica of church discipline 

and with piety fulfilled congregational life.; thus for Dewey the school and society through the social 

participation of everyone with everyone, here as well as everywhere, the lived democratic values are 

organically connected. 

But from which sources does Dewey gain his conviction when he sees the family, the school and socie-

ty in a socially-organic relationship? One can notice a religious and scientific root of the socially-

organic view. The religious root lies in the understanding of the Body of Christ, which is reflected by 
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the Christian congregation. The evolutionary-biological assumptions of the nature of man, which are 

extended to the social life, give the second root. 

The publicly discussed renewal of religious life at the beginning of the century was in church groups 

tied to the view to make the school to be a place of religious nurture. Dewey was strictly against the 

churches being allowed to instruct the children in a confessional way and at a certain time separately. 

He saw therein not just a violation against the principle of separation of state and church, but especially 

a weakening of the social democracy. America should know that the public school can serve religion 

best, in that it would provide experiences on the ground of social unification, which is in line with sci-

ence and democracy. In this way the school is substantially more religious than the traditional religious 

education, which in its separation lives at the cost of this common consciousness. Science has actually 

the same spiritual meaning as supernaturalism. Today democracy has to be brought as something self-

understood close to the religious habitus, as earlier feudalism was connected with religion.
4
 

 Dewey uses the description of the special meaning of education also in a religious context. In 1922 he 

writes the essay “Education as Religion”
5
, in which he compares two widely accepted views: On the 

one hand there is the unbound faith in the unlimited possibilities of education, to build intelligence and 

humanity of the young generation, on the other hand, there exists in sight of the weak results on behalf 

of the educational practice the meaning that education is a sole product of chance. The last view is un-

derstandable, since the combination of all factors of education on the basis of their complexity does not 

yet allow an exact steering of behaviour. But there is hope, with the progress of the sciences to clarify 

this more and more. Dewey would in no way want to criticize those who see education as a religious 

task. For the faith in this religion shows a high measure of trust in the nature and the ability of man, in 

spite of all failures of the past. 

The metaphor Education as Religion becomes for Dewey in consequent explorations the song of songs 

of a scientifically based educational reform (progressive education). The fist act of this religion is, so 

Dewey, the condemnation of sins and the action of penitence of the methods and the institutions, which 

today are called as being educational. Here we are not dealing with this or that error, but to again make 

conscious of the insight, that the general goals of education have remained nominal and superficial. To 

understand education as religion has this special advantage: While all other religions come with science 

in conflict, is education that religion, which can only through science find to itself. Education must 

mutate to superstition, thus Dewey, when it no longer is seen as religion, but only as a job of hardcore 

practitioners.  

 

3. The Social-Organic view of Society: Democracy as life-style 

Dewey’s understanding of democracy is basically social, in a sense that every day good congregation- 

and family life reveals. The priority of the social becomes in a similar way visible in his organic under-

standing of society, which understands the social connection of all with all in the community as given 

by nature and through a pragmatic venture which can be achieved.
6
 The vision of democracy as a large 

community can finally be understood as a social-liberal inner-worldly theology of society . Here one 

needs to emphasize the concept of social- liberal, for with the options of the classical liberal thinking, 

which laces only the individual into the focus of attention, Dewey’s social philosophy cannot be com-

bined. Dewey is as a liberal in many ways an opponent to liberalism, which he criticizes as laissez 

faire- liberalism. What he understands under liberal democracy is a liberal form of socialism, which of 

course is to be seen as separate from illiberal, dictatorial forms of socialism. Finally the connection of 

Dewey to liberal thought needs quite a restriction: Dewey’s battle for a just society becomes only 

through a new definition of liberalism possible. The consequences of this new definition remains am-

bivalent. 

One needs to realize that the democratic and the liberal idea comes politically from two opposing his-

torical sources. To opt for both ideas at the same time leads to a paradox. The democratic idea wants 

the social, economic and political equality of all citizens. She fights against the inequality of certain 
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social classes and groups. Its political voice is ideally the gathering of the people, in which all confer 

everything and if possible decide unanimously. The democratic state needs strength in order to estab-

lish the idea of justice. It leans – thus already in the “politics” of Aristoteles – either towards dictator-

ship or to chaos, today we would say: to instability. The liberal idea fights for the rights and the free 

development of the individual (whereby the single person as well as a group can be meant); societal 

difference, 

Competition and plurality, e.g. groups in society are seen as enlivening for the societal progress; next to 

the freedom of religion and conviction is property one of the most liberal basic rights. The state has 

according to liberal understanding essentially the task to assure security of justice: All infringes into the 

social and economic life through the state the convinced liberal attempts to avoid, if possible. 

How both ideas, the democratic and the liberal, enter complicated balances in the modern society, 

shows the democratic liberal constitutions of western countries. It is the task of the science of state or 

politics to closer describe the different forms of power, the political institutions, their power balances 

and their control and in a time of historical-international comparison of the systems to reflect. This is 

entirely outside of Dewey’s consideration. His (hardly developed) theory of state is limited to pointing 

to the American Constitution, the laws, the president. Again and again Dewey spoke to political ques-

tions and to the role of America in the world. Of a deciding role always played the basic sentences of 

his social philosophy – societal equality of the unequal, justice, overcoming social barriers for social 

integration. 

The social federalism as well a ethnic segmentation of the American society, the diversity of groups 

standing next to one another, in different subcultures living groups of people, generated the clear need 

of tools – as Dewey would say –, which would bring about the necessary social integration in the sense 

of belonging of everyone to the American nation.
7
 Dewey’s achievement is that he created a general 

pragmatic philosophy of societal integration on the basis of the free individual development and that he 

as person represented it convincingly. Dewey’s philosophy gives the people confidence for a life in a 

good society. What makes his philosophy trustworthy is the special power of radiation. But a social 

theory of a highly complex society cannot possibly do justice to all principles in the same way. The 

emphasis of certain aspects of societal life sees to it that some aspects are less foregrounded. Which 

aspects Dewey held as being less important we shall deal with now. 

In the modern theory of democracy (understood as political theory) three functions are to be differenti-

ated: Democracy as form of government (theory of rule and the political institutions), as form of socie-

ty (theory of societal plurality and interests), as form of life (theory of the common social life).
8
 This 

distinction is helpful, because it clarifies that Dewey was not interested in a democracy as ruling form. 

He could only criticize forms of dominion, but could not give it a place in a theory of political institu-

tions. All the more Dewey identified himself with democracy as a form of life. Between both stands for 

Dewey democracy as form of society: He recognized the plurality of societal life and its potential of 

conflict, but essentially under the concept of a theory of social integration. It could give the different 

groups in the country on the basis of human values identity, for social integration of immigrants it is 

helpful. It is an open question if a theory of society, which connects tightly the moment of freedom of 

the individual to the goal of societal peace, actually is able to accept the divergent interests of groups 

and respects ethnical wishes of autonomy.  

 

4. Anti-Liberalism as consequence of the lack of a political theory 

 Dewey’s thought, influenced by the unity of nature, does not differentiate between the theory of socie-

ty and political theory. That has consequences. For the organic-evolutionary social philosophy of Dew-

ey is on the one hand, with its goal of the great community and the shared social experiences, a simple, 

but hopeful social utopia, which upholds the longing for unity and security in a societal reality which is 

breaking down – and this only can uphold this goal through the spiritual radiation. It is, however, not 

able to examine steering problems, break-downs and situations of conflict in modern society by way of 
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an adequate analysis. The social-organic understanding of society views the conflicts of the community 

as problem of adjustment. The individual and the state, as well as capital and work, are only two sides 

of the same reality, for this reason they are principally reconciled, said Dewey in 1920. Individuals of 

the democratic society cannot really get into a conflict of interest, because they are part of this state and 

both help one another reciprocally. In 1927 Dewey developed in his writing “The Public and its Prob-

lems” the picture of the “Great Community”. This picture of the good society, in which things work in 

a liberal and social way, he points to a counter-picture of society in which social barriers, barriers of 

communication and individualism rule. The dichotomies, which Dewey as a naturalist fights, he again 

introduces as moralist and proclaimer of progress with the difference of a good and a bad society. Simi-

larly one can see his differentiation of old (worse) and new (good) education. 

The financial crash of 1929 Dewey interpreted as a sign of spreading individualism, which no longer 

knows social bindings and responsibilities. Dewey upheld over against this the spiritual mind of the 

community, which was based on the sources of the (idealistic-romantic) New England Transcendental-

ism of the nineteenth century.
9
 

 But how “modern” was Dewey with such kind of “political romanticism”? How much anti-liberalism 

is necessary, in order to bring about social justice as presupposition for an all-side social participation? 

Especially: How shall the peaceful democracy function politically, if Dewey only negatively views the 

economic power of the leading capitalistic state, but cannot transform it into a pragmatic political theo-

ry? The idea of a social state, as Bismarck enforced in imperial Germany und the influence of con-

servative “academic socialists” in order to prevent a revolution “from the left”, is foreign for Dewey. 

But he also fails to develop a political equivalent. Dewey’s anti-liberalism is in this sense a conse-

quence of a lack of political theory.  

The Encyclical “Quadragesimo Anno” of Pope Pius XI of 1931 is a mixture of social-organic-

vocational and liberal elements. Dewey’s social liberalism in “The Public and Its Problems” seems to 

be much more modern. The relationship between the members of society as individuals and the entire 

society is thought of a pluralistic harmony. Modernity is interpreted pre-modern holistically in the spirit 

of R. W. Emerson. In this way the social Encyclical of Pius XI, with its critique of capitalism, the de-

mand for wages-equality and an economic order, which is built on cooperation, union and community, 

was not much different from Dewey’s organic-socially-religiously based picture of society, even 

though he thought that his social philosophy was totally different from the conservative thought of Ca-

tholicism.  

Dewey was utterly convinced that man, by way of a socially guided intelligent action could set all po-

tentials given by nature free. That is a good message, which always seems to show Dewey as being up-

date. However – one needs to state it clearly – the message is a realism-utopia. In time of the steady 

widening crisis of democracy Dewey’s social philosophy takes on clear anti-liberal aspects. Only thus, 

namely in compensation of a lack of political theory of action, can the goal of social justice be upheld. 

The final formulation of religious anti-liberalism is part of this change. 

Dewey’s political appeals in the time of crisis of the American economy compare to sermons of a theo-

logian, who with the entire sharpness of his thoughts points to the difficulties within society and states 

concrete demands to overcome them. The highly recognized reputation of Dewey gains once more 

momentum. Dewey is the moral voice of America: For some, because he gave with his spirituality the 

oppressed hope for change, for others, because they respected the ethos of Dewey, even though they 

were convinced that with it no socially-revolutionary changes were to be expected, which could change 

their own interest of the status quo. Under the pressure of political success of the dictatorial systems in 

the world and of the economic depression in his own country Dewey implores in the middle of the thir-

ties the American nation neither to opt for a democracy established through violence (as demanded by 

the communists), nor to just observe without action the degenerated liberalism of the employers, which 

patronize the workers just like the intellectuals. Social participation is only to be reached through the 

“organized control of the economic powers” in the sense of a “socialized economy”. Even though na-
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tionalization of the economy was not meant, but rather a type of unionisation in the sense of the (in 

England arisen) Guild Socialism, which came closest to Dewey’s social philosophy.
10

  

Dewey even goes one step further. He criticizes that the political institutions of the United States are 

“unusually inflexible”, due to the /narrow/ interpretations of the courts on the basis of a written consti-

tution /sic!/ -apparently she has become a problem! For Dewey it is evident that the political institu-

tions of America are only formally democratic, since they substantially tend to encourage “plutocracy”. 

In case that this would be a fact, then one could consider, if the majority of society, which “entered the 

path of social experiment” and is hindered in this by a minority in every way, to bring about methods of 

socially-intelligent action, to overthrow this minority with intelligent means.
11

 

 To see this understanding only as anti-liberal would be an euphemism, it is indeed societal revolution-

ary! On the other hand it would not be fair, with a single quote to try to denounce Dewey’s liberal basic 

position. In this case we have an extreme statement in an extreme inner- and world-political situation. 

With this I only want to point out, in which boundary regions Dewey’s faith in the liberal democracy 

led, as in his own country in light of the economic needs of large parts of the population the dictators of 

Europe gained enormous attraction. Dewey put up against this tendency the thesis that a society, which 

on the basis of difficult economic and political crises moved into dictatorship – this was the case for 

Germany and Italy as well as for the Soviet Union – on the whole, never can become more successful 

than a free democratic society.
12

 With this he was to remain rigtht. Everything which Dewey can offer 

to future generations, and this is not little, is less than this achievement. Only on the base of pure 

knowledge, without the strong faith in the human basic values of democracy, this achievement cannot 

be understood. This does not mean that Dewey’s social philosophy as such is free of problems. 

Poverty and crime are problems of a majority of the Afro-American population of the United States. 

Even though Dewey was an active founding member of the National Association for the Advancement 

of Colored People, the injustice toward the non-whites was hardly a central topic of his theory of socie-

ty. Anyway, in a word of greeting at the “National Negro Conference” 1909 he explained that, seen 

from a strong scientific position, there is no “inferior race” and the differences between individuals are 

larger than between races.
13

 It should be part of the daily task of society to do everything in order to 

establish for all good environmental conditions and that the potential of every one should be used. But 

there remained the question, how social justice for ethnical minorities, while holding on to a liberal 

procedure, could come about; this remains in the scientific work of Dewey unsolved. Dewey’s theory 

of society is essentially an educational and social theory based on social integration, which disconnects 

political institutions. But only through political institutions changes would be possible – like the change 

of the separation of black and white children in the schools of the South of the United States, which had 

been practiced until the fifties. For this reason the citizen-rights-movement of the sixties found Dew-

ey’s liberal understanding of integration unattractive. 

Today an attempt of critique on Dewey, regarding Indian ethnic groups, is remarkable. Louie McAl-

pine from the tribe of the Osage Indians presented 2002 at a conference about Indian literature in Min-

neapolis a paper, which included a “Dewey Manual” of assimilation.
14

 Dewey’s social-organic society 

model, on which everything has to adjust, thus the thesis, is a moral legitimisation of Indian genocide. 

The Indians were like the foreign immigrants under the mission of “Americanisation”, which itself was 

a sign of productive change of America – guided by the ability to assimilate “other types” of culture 

and to influence them in a new way.
15

 Dewey’s positive position of 1929 to the phenomenon “Ameri-

canism” is cited by McAlpine in order to demonstrate that behind him there stands a philosophy which 

cased Indians much suffering and the loss of their cultural identity.  

This perspective needs a commentary: Dewey’s social philosophy is not, as the accusation could be 

interpreted, a political instrument of the American Bureau of Indian Affairs, it also lacks tools, which 

could build a counter-weight to an affirmative nationalisation. In order to be fait one needs to say: 

Eighty years ago there existed no other liberal theory, which one could have taken as being better than 

the theory of Dewey. This insight makes it plausible to values Dewey’s philosophy as expression of a 
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social movement of a certain time and to evaluate it from a historic-comparative standpoint.  

 

5. Religion as a splitting off from the “general faith”  

 According to Dewey the human being does not just change society through science and technology in 

a positive way, he is also able to better his moral behaviour and his world of values, if he learns to rec-

ognize hindering factors and how to overcome them. Dewey sees in the institutionalised religions the 

main hindrance why the very most part of the people cannot partake of a happy life, solely guided by 

faith in the humanity. The religions are the real evil. The Jewish-Christian-Muslim religion keeps the 

people in fear and dependency, in that the value of the thought for a happy life together, based on one’s 

own strength, without God, is claimed to be the greatest of all sins. Out of the perspective of Dewey we 

have here to do with a process of social splitting, which blocks the consciousness from being part of a 

great community. If for Dewey the social splitting of the Great Community is the consequence of evil, 

so religion becomes the media in which the splitting occurs. Religion does use its power in order to 

direct it against the human themselves. The traditional Christian moral, which claims that man has an 

inclination to evil, hinders the human being from establishing a human values relationship, as does eve-

ry religion which demands submission. 

Dewey had again and again problems with the Catholic Church. Thus in 1915, on occasion of a change 

of law in the State of Illinois, which made it possible that separate vocational schools were to be intro-

duced, he criticized the activities of a commerce lobby which backed the law. The lobby had, so the 

criticism of Dewey, with full knowledge of church groups written to the catholic parents claiming that 

the Catholic Church agreed with the action.
16

 Three years later: In a field study arranged by his own 

students, Dewey experienced the strong influence of priests, of the economically well-situated Polish 

immigrants in the larger Polish quarters of the industrial cities, that they were opposing “democratisa-

tion” and “Americanisation”.
17

 Dewey held the regional Catholic Community Administration responsi-

ble that four million Polish people in the USA slipped away from “Americanisation” and showed a 

subordinate mentality marked by lack of knowledge, which they had brought to the USA from their 

home country. It should be in the “genuine American interest” to change this. The leader of the Polish 

National Committee was the famous pianist Paderewski (You know that he had been the first minister 

president of Poland 1919; afterwards he represented his country in the League of Nations). In summer 

1918 Dewey held him to be “clerical”, close connected with the “Catholic fraction”: In autumn of 

1918, as the victory of the Entente and the founding of a free Polish state in Europe was in sight, the 

discussions of different groups of exile Poles in the US about the coming political role of their home 

country reached the climax. Dewey wrote in a secret paper for the US-government that Paderewski 

should no longer deserve political confidence because of his antidemocratic nationalism.
18

 Decades 

later, in quite another context, Dewey criticized remarks made by the long ago departed Cardinal 

Newman (1801-1890). In his essay “Anti-Naturalism in Extremis” of 1941 the old Dewey reproached: 

the church representative had declared that those are prevented from entering heaven who do not be-

lieve that the dignity and reason of man did not originate in a supernatural power, but out of the human 

nature itself.
19

 

 The position of a well-known representative of the Catholic Church of England to the issue of matters 

of faith, which Rome never saw differently, should in a normal situation not have worried a liberal 

American atheist. That Dewey saw in the words of the long dead church leader a general attack on nat-

uralism, even against democracy, can only be understood out of the political pressure under which the 

American society at that time stood. But already quite early, in the years after the turn of the century, 

there happened a situation within the Dewey family, which allows us to conclude that there was a cer-

tain distance to Catholicism. When the eldest son Frederick told his parents that he was engaged to a 

Catholic girl and that he wanted to marry her, he received from his mother, Alice Dewey, a violent let-

ter with the warning not to do this. The son obeyed. Frederick Dewey married later a non-Catholic 

woman.
20
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 Dewey’s writings are a mirror of decades of internal differences with the religious problem. A prelim-

inary result of this self-reflection is the writing “A Common Faith” of 1934.
21

 Here Dewey separates 

religious experience from religion. Because of the insights of science show there is no god in heaven, 

time is overdue to say farewell to the institutionalised religions. Religious experience, however, needs 

to be constituted anew. The quality of religious experience, as a mystical experience or an overpower-

ing aesthetic experience transmits, must be liberated from the dogmas of religion. 

All deep occurrences of man are religious, one can even call them being holy. Man develops feelings, 

which mean adoration, humility, mystical unification with humanity and the cosmos. In this sense reli-

gious experience offers, according to Dewey, a condition of highest existential fulfilment. In this way 

Dewey tried to include the concept of god as being central to all value experiences in his inner-worldly 

theory of religious experience. If this makes sense, is another matter. 

The de-legitimatisation of religion is a weighty step, because with it the thought of religious freedom 

and plurality of religious confessions stand at disposition. Dewey’s criteria for answering the question 

as to the existence of God is the scientific knowledge. Out of this two questions occur: Can natural sci-

ence really answer the question of God? Against Kant Dewey says “yes”. Second: Are those who want 

to hold onto their religion, no matter what, then just stubborn and against enlightenment or 11 in some 

way to be judged negatively? Dewey does not say this directly, certainly he desires not to touch the 

freedom of belief, but in his heart he probably would even answer this question with “yes”. Ludwig 

Feuerbach (1804-1872), whose religious criticism was for Dewey ideal, said: 

“Let the other believe, what he will, but also demand of him, that he does not let you believe, what he 

believes. This demand is just and reasonable. But unjust and objectionable, more objectionable still 

than the intolerance of the believer, is the tolerance of the enlightened, who demands of the other with-

out difference that they should think so free and clever, as he himself.”
22

 

 Here we see a paradox: Dewey, who wants to liberate religion of intolerance, moves the more he tries 

to convince his readers of the correctness of his argumentation in “A Common Faith” into the danger, 

to further the “intolerance of the enlightened.”  

If the freedom of religious practice belongs to the highest basic rights, but the religions are totally criti-

cized, so that they are not held to be capable to participate in the democratic discourse, then we note by 

Dewey a certain amount of anti-liberalism, even though Dewey rejects aggressive atheism. Individually 

practiced religious criticism is normal and part of the freedom of opinion. Totally different is it, when a 

society draft is based on freedom and is “common experience” and is connected with an expectation, 

which emphasises the inner-worldly religiosity more priority than the traditional religion. Dewey did 

not demand such an expectation, but since he does not speak of the manifold consequences, which re-

sult out of his religious criticism for living together in society, these reflections do occur. One state-

ment as given in Ps 23 (beginning with: “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want”) is for many peo-

ple in our culture an extended religious experience – during the entire life. For Dewey it is not, because 

it is not gained from outside of religion, but from within.  

The paradox is obvious, for Dewey claims, that each authentic experience has religious quality. Reli-

gion is, according to him, not able to develop original perspectives of experience, since it oppresses 

with its power the spirituality of emancipation- action through a system of faith commitments. Dewey’s 

optimistic world view was far away from the philosophy of a Kierkegaard, from the dramas of Ibsen or 

Strindberg, who wanted to show the counterpart of the modern. Deep cliffs separate him from an an-

thropology, which under the keyword dialectic of the enlightenment sees in the ambivalence of ration-

ality the source of the self-destruction of man – whereby it were no other than the film soap operas of 

Hollywood, which offered the German exiles Horkheimer and Adorno decisive points for their culture 

criticism.23 Max Horkheimer also became atheist. He did not fail to see the strength of the religious 

confession. In the extravagance destruction of the religious illusion Horkheimer saw the finality of 

earthly living and the unchangeable destitution of one’s own existence – an insight, which should save 

the people “from a stupid optimism, from proclaiming their own knowledge as a new religion.”24 
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 Dewey could have felt as being understood. Dewey had to view any humanism based on religion as 

being senseless. But the desperate question of God’s action in the world had also been asked by the 

people in sight of the holocaust, without them being ready to forfeit their faith. Hans Jonas made the 

experience of Auschwitz and the general “success of intended evil” in the present as axis of the ques-

tion of God. The despair about God’s silence or obvious absence does not mean for him giving up God, 

but a further sensibility for God’s otherness. God had already given everything in his creation, the time 

has come that man gives Him something, in that he sees to it that the self-caused evil in the world 

“does not happen or does not happen so often.”
25

 Only now one could discuss which thinker be the 

more modern – and whereon we would like to attach the concept modern. 

 

6. To read Dewey in a new way 

 Because Dewey is known as being modern, one like to see him as an author of out time. But who de-

sires to understand Dewey in his time, should try to understand him historically and as a religious na-

ture: For someone searching Dewey’s socio-philosophical writings can be read like the Bible: as an 

offer of stories, which can change scepticism and doubt into faith for a better world. Next to the bril-

liance of his formulations, irreproachability of his moral and the depth of his knowledge Dewey has 

something which often political authors lack: authentic spirituality. Even though Dewey gave religion 

the responsibility for the failure of the development of mankind, he did not take on programmatic ac-

tions as consequence of it: Neither did he then opt for publications for the movement of free thinkers, 

nor did he fight against privileges, which the churches in the USA benefit from.  

Dewey gave future generations a bequest: the Great Community. Biblically speaking: With it the cove-

nant, which God had entered with Israel, comes to fruition. The Great Community is the blessed land, 

promised us. God’s acceptance of man is the creation; the crown of it is he himself. As the enlightened 

modernity went on, man in his self-understanding changed from a sinful, in humility God’s almighti-

ness submitted being to an autonomous moral being. The “kingdom of God on earth”, called “democ-

racy”, is his! In the mind as idea already born, it must be realized in action. This was Dewey’s stand of 

insight in 1892. The position of  “A common faith” in 1934 says: You need not expect God desperately 

at heaven. The divine can also be understood as satisfying innerworldly power, lively in the Great 

Community.  

Dewey never got tired to proclaim that the human being, thanks for his/her intelligence can reach the 

Great Community. “Democracy is modern life, is liberation of intelligence for effective work.”
26

 In 

consciousness we have already arrived in the promised land, in that we try to live social justice and to 

share social participation at home, in school, in the community. The idea of reality is already part of its 

growing facticity. From this point of view the pragmatic instrumentalism is  in my opinion  exactly 

that what he did not want to be: Idealism in the context of an inner-worldly theology. Whoever believes 

that one could solve the political problems of modern democracy with Dewey’s theory of democracy is 

wrong. One can read Dewey’s writings only in a narrative way: as an offer of stories, whose writer was 

so inspired, that – maybe – a spark would spread over to the reader, which moves him to believe in the 

Great Community and to work on the realization of its idea – today, however, also with an alert con-

sciousness for traps of relationships and negative backlashes. We have to take care that the idea is not 

in danger being used as justification in corrupt political practice.  

Understanding of the other in his being different is neither a marked strength of instrumentalism, nor of 

Dewey’s theory of democracy. The transfer of social norms from nature of man can never be certain 

that it will not be missed as justification for ideologies of entirely different perspectives. The stronger 

the social common as basic norm of human nature includes consequences of actions in the direction of 

“equality”, the more is the strangeness of the other experienced as a danger of one’s own identity. To 

understand the other was for Dewey entirely possible on the intellectual level, for instance, by examin-

ing the opponents’ arguments. The plurality of religions and ethnic groups, in their desire to hold onto 

their uniqueness, was much more difficult. Through its democratisation in the way of societal assimila-
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tion their identity was endangered. To group-specific movements of emancipation Dewey reacted, if at 

all, with publicity backing, similar as he avoided to find strategic actions for the social problems of 

those of the lower classes. The fear of separation of the large community, that such strategies might 

entail, kept him from doing so. That is the answer to the previously mentioned question why Dewey 

did not become the speaker of pressure groups who fought for their rights in the American society. On-

ly because of this he could be recognized as being the voice of all of America.  

This thesis is hardly to be seen as a reproach against Dewey as a person, who always helped individual 

people suffering injustice. The question is directed to the theoretical consequences of his educational 

and social philosophy.  

Especially in Germany people like to quote Dewey. The lasting remembrance of the Third Reich lets us 

often question if we have the correct understanding of democracy. Dewey never questioned democracy 

as “Great Community”. In this way Dewey serves as providing relief, on the other side he is for us a 

warning voice, not to loose the belief in democracy as just society – especially then, when the time 

seems to move into quite another direction. 

Several times Dewey points out, that Laissez faire-liberals, conservatives and evangelicals – his oppo-

nents – disregard democracy. Political extremists are indeed a danger for the liberal-democratic society. 

But conservatives? They have with the socialists at least one thing in common: lack of liberty. Espe-

cially when Dewey is not interpreted as a historical person, but as a modern political thinker of our 

time, arises the problem, that the grade of agreement with his ideal picture of society could be taken as 

criteria, in order to attest others their democratic ability or to without it. To refer to the liberal society 

and thereby only to accept one’s own understanding of democracy is paradox, however, this is in cir-

cles of right-conservatives, as well as, left-progressive pedagogy often so. Could not such a position 

also be a lack of a realistic concept of pluralism – the consequence of a lack of liberty towards non-

communitarian understanding of democracy? Is not the one intellectual more conservative who takes 

the Great Community as a moral demand and goal, than another intellectual who in the interest of liber-

ty and pluralism could do without it? Whoever connects modern democracy with a certain view of so-

ciety, as you may see this with different political parties in their programs, tends to judge other concep-

tions as being false. Political parties, especially during election campaigns, have here their exercise. 

But, in my opinion, that must not be so in education.  

In the interest of supporting liberty and tolerance I suggest that in view of “understanding democracy” 

one should concentrate on minimal demands for democracy. There is first of all the liberal democratic 

constitutional state (which assures the free exercise of religion), secondly, a government whose contin-

uance or duration is decided upon through general parliamentary elections every four to five years, for 

which members of different parties are candidates. Should this not be enough? No matter what: The 

question “Learning by Dewey?” needs always be asked anew and remains interesting, because it leads 

not just back to the basic problem of the relationship of freedom and equality in the present political 

order, but once again gives a chance to think about, which direction education for democracy should 

take.
27
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