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自誠明，謂之性。自明誠，謂之教。誠則
明矣；明則誠矣
Understanding born of creativity (cheng 誠) is a gift of
our natural tendencies (xing 性); creativity born of understanding is a gift of education (jiao 教). Where there
is creativity, there is understanding; where understanding,
creativity.
Zhongyong3

Teaching is always an intersectional experience

John Dewey2

of bodily labor and intellectual work, but this
fact of division need not entail a dualistic metaphysics of body/mind nor an antagonistic and
oppressive internalization of a capitalist class
structures.
Teachers can be creative agents of social
transformation and democratic amelioration
when they facilitate the growth of similar creative potentials in their students. Sometimes such
processes have to start with just “unlearning” the
disciplinary biopolitics of regimented experience
mirroring a fascist imaginary that promotes docile bodies—bodies that are easily governable and
made to be slavishly consumeristic in passively
“receiving orders” from a generalized Führer
principle, or, which might be the same thing, an
“invisible hand” of neoliberal economics that
tends to fetishize a very narrow and dehumanizing concept of efficiency.
Living—and hopefully always breathing,
with some degree of mindfulness—in their classrooms, teachers know what they are up against
on any given day—and classroom teachers of
young children come to know this experiential
reality especially well. One bends over to tie

1

3

Joseph Harroff
Penn State University

Zane Wubbena
Texas Education Agency
Rather than an interaction between a distinct body and
mind, we have a transactional whole of body-mind. However, this fundamental ontological union of body-mind
does not entail that a satisfactory degree of harmonious unity in our behavior as body-minds is always guaranteed or achieved. Dewey’s forward-looking, melioristic
pragmatism sees body-mind unity less as an ontological
given in which we can smugly rest than as a desired, progressive goal of dynamic, harmonious functioning that we
should continually strive to attain.
Richard Shusterman1
Experience is emotional but there are no separate things
called emotions in it.

Richard Shusterman, “Dewey’s Somatic Philosophy,” Revue internationale de philosophie 245, no. 3 (2008),
293 - 311.
2 John Dewey, Art as Experience (New York: Penguin
Group, 1934/2005): 43.

Roger Ames and David Hall, Focusing the Familiar: A
Philosophical Translation of the Zhongyong (Honolulu: The
University of Hawaii Press, 2001): 105.
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shoes, or to hear a child who talks softly. Perhaps
is, to ensure that the student’s body remains inert
there is the need to get on hands and knees so as
and passive: seated, quietly, with as little bodily
to clean or remove vomit, or mucous, or blood.
movement as possible, seen but not heard—all
One reaches out to restrain an angry child, or to
in (desperate) hopes of activating active minds.
console a sad one. One
This, often under the ausstands tall to gain attention,
pices of some vain hope of
Teachers can be creative
or to project excitement, or
achieving so-called “No
agents of social
even to instill a sense of
Child Left Behind” indicafear.
tors of standardizing test
transformation and
Experienced teachers
results with a heavy STEM
democratic amelioration
have “eyes in the back of
focus—often leaving out
when
they
facilitate
the
their head” as they move
art, the humanities, and reabout the classroom space,
growth of similar creative ligious education that
seeking to support, cajole,
might promote a more hopotentials in their
praise, and survey. And
listic education for realizstudents.
good teachers always reing creative democratic
main “in the trenches,” as it
personhood outside of a
were, fighting battles against ignorance, social inreifying, disempowering, and coercive model of
justice, or even the most well-intentioned crea“education” as a rude discipline into neo-liberal
tive forms of maladjustment to fascist social
and neo-conservative agendas.
structures that might manifest at times as student
Early in his career, John Dewey noticed the
misbehavior.
sorry states of bodies in far too many classAll of these embodied practices of educators
rooms. As Dewey recounts in School & Society:
are bodily labors. Some are admirable, while othSome few years ago I was looking about the
ers are less so. What we urgently need is the creschool supply stores in the city, trying to find
ation of democratic ensembles of intimate caring
desks and chairs which seemed thoroughly suitpractices—those that might be involved in the
able from all points of view—artistic, hygienic,
day-to-day struggle of cultivating anti-fascist
and educational—to the needs of the children.
character traits amongst the future generations
We had a good deal of difficulty in finding
through a creative somaesthetic awareness that
what we needed, and finally one dealer, more inalways seeks to optimize the relational and edutelligent than the rest, made this remark: “I am
cational potentials of persons in situ, as opposed
afraid we have not what you want. You want
to any misplaced ideals of creatio ex nihilo fantasies
something at which the children may work; these
of begetting autonomous individuals readyare all for listening.” That tells the story of the
made into the world. Indeed, it is the deeply roletraditional education. Just as the biologist can
take a bone or two and reconstruct the whole anencumbered normativity that teachers embrace
imal, so, if we put before the mind’s eye the oron a daily basis that serves as a beacon of hope
dinary schoolroom, with its rows of ugly desks
as they continually transform a world for into a
placed in geometrical order, crowded together so
better, more democratic future.
that there shall be as little moving room as posWhile some bodily labor serves the needs of
sible, desks almost all of the same size, with just
children and young adults, much other labor is
space enough to hold books, pencils and paper,
simply a by-product of the ways schools are hapand add a table, some chairs, the bare walls, and
hazardly (and even nefariously) organized: that
possibly a few pictures, we can reconstruct the
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only educational activity that can possibly go on
in such a place. It is all made “for listening”—for
simply studying lessons out of a book is only another kind of listening; it marks the dependency
of one mind upon another.4

We could start by
realizing better schools and
classroom dynamics where
students can practice
embodied and relationally
constituted role-focused
“occupations.”
Here, Dewey laments the lack of space and concern for ergonomic design to enable active (bodily) pursuits of creative learning in the traditional
school, modeled as it is on a unilateral and disciplinary conception of regimenting a certain form
of passive embodiment—not to mention the
sorry state of an overall classroom dynamic that
might be suitable to achieving creatively democratic, aspirational goals.
A pragmatic solution?
Perhaps we could start by realizing better
schools and classroom dynamics where students
can practice embodied and relationally constituted role-focused “occupations”—such as
cooking, building, and gardening—and these
could serve as vital entry points into the more
socially organized bodies of experience that get
recognized as educational “subject-matter” or
class “content.”
In his general reflections on teacher education, Dewey contrasted the joyless and docile
body of the student in the traditional classroom
with the “soul-action” of the teacher and student

John Dewey, The School and Society (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1900/2017): 48.
5 John Dewey, “The Relationship of Theory to Practice
in the Education of Teachers,” in The Third Yearbook of the
4

4

united in intellectual pursuits in any genuinely vitalist and creative learning environment:
As every teacher knows, children have an inner
and an outer attention. The inner attention is the
giving of the mind without reserve or qualification to the subject in hand. It is the first-hand
and personal play of mental powers. As such, it
is a fundamental condition of mental growth. To
be able to keep track of this mental play, to recognize the signs of its presence or absence, to
know how it is initiated and maintained, how to
test it by results attained, and to test apparent results by it, is the supreme mark and criterion of
a teacher. It means insight into soul-action, ability to discriminate the genuine from the sham,
and capacity to further one and discourage the
other.5

Dewey, addressing the bodily alienation of learners, calls attention to the soul-destroying dualisms and class-based stigmata that marked the
majority of classrooms in his day—and that alltoo-tragically continue to mark many more in
our day as well. But there is more.
The surest way to assess “mental play” is the
ability to join it with various modalities of “bodily play.” To understand minds at work, teachers
must see bodies in some sort of continuous and
educationally-creative play. Play is always an engagement with the potentialities inherent in any
somaesthetic stylized situation—that is, the lived
immediacy of experience. As such, playing with
children should and can serve as an important
ethical foundation for any educational undertaking. Pedagogical wisdom, as Stephen J. Smith has
in this way argued, is built upon “a sympathy for
the activity of children and a responsiveness to

National Society for the Scientific Study of Education, edited by
Charles A. McMurray (Bloomington: Public School Publishing Company, 1904): 13-14.
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the course that their activities could most fruitfully take.”6

5

optimal potentials of experience in any singular
situation. Each sort of body has the potential to

There is no uniform way to go about optimizing a teacher’s
educational capabilities—though practices such as yoga and tai chi
would surely be an improvement on the many alienating and
disempowering forms of neoliberal contemporary teacher
education.
Good teaching, then, challenges us to re-acquire and re-enact a beginner’s mind—as we call
to mind Shunryu Suzuki’s foregrounding of “beginner’s mind” (初 心 ) in any creative act of
learning—as we work in concert to achieve the
potentials of the as-of-yet “uncarved block” and
“undyed silk” of experience.7
Paradoxically, the ability to access our beginner’s mind requires a trained and attuned body—
one that is able to “keep up with” and “make
sense of” what is happening with and for and to
children. For in doing what children do, it is possible for teachers to remember and recollect
what it is like to be a child. We teachers connect
with our sense of human possibility as we acquire not only a beginner’s mind, but a practically accessible beginner’s body.
There are all sorts of bodies in this world,
and each is abled in a radically different manner.
Therefore, each can also serve as a unique pathway—one opening up onto different aspects of
the human experience—to realizing the vital and

reveal something new about what is possible in
the situation near at hand.8
Surely it is important that we foreground
bodily experience and bodily affect as most reliable indicators for when educational potentials
are being optimized or stifled in any given situation. Such an attunement of relational affect requires a sustained reflection and cultivation of an
embodied moral imagination. The idea that the
“one thread” of Confucian pedagogy is summed
up by “doing one’s utmost” (zhong 忠) to “empathically imagine otherness” (shu 恕) is surely a
correlative dipolar value dynamic to a project of
continual retrieval and reconstruction of a Deweyan faith in creative democracy—that is, a faith
in the relational potentials of communicating
communities to reconstruct themselves in ever
more intelligent ways without appeal to any metaphysical foundations or natural givens.9
There is no uniform way to go about optimizing a teacher’s educational capabilities—
though practices such as yoga and tai chi would

Stephen J. Smith, “Physically Remembering Childhood,” Phenomenology + Pedagogy 10 (1992), 85-106: 86.
7 See Shunryu Suzuki, Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind: Informal
Talks on Zen Meditation and Practice (Boston: Shambhala
Publications, 2011). For “uncarved block” and “undyed
silk,” see the Dao De Jing.
8 And in this special issue of the Journal of School & Society,
which is part of a centennial celebration of Dewey’s educational mission to China, we should recall the primer of
which Dewey himself surely would have encountered in
intimate conversations with even his most progressive
and reformist-minded of concerned Confucian interlocutors at the eve of concomitant Japanese and American

Imperialism—the “Reflections on Things Close at Hand”
《近思綠》. See Wing-Tsit Chan, Reflections on Things at
Hand (New York: Columbia University Press, 1967).
9 For the “one thread” (一以貫之) uniting Confucius educational ideals, see Analects 4. For the project of continually reconstructing and rediscovering the relevance of
John Dewey’s democratic theory for current predicaments, see Melvin L. Rogers, The Undiscovered Dewey:
Religion, Morality, and the Ethos of Democracy (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2012).

6
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surely be an improvement on the many alienating and disempowering forms of neoliberal contemporary teacher education. What all of this
does most decidedly entail, then, is that the
body—(my) body—must be intentionally mined
for what brings it joy, what brings it pain, what
brings it awe, what brings it sorrow, and what
brings it anxiety. This can be fruitfully done in
mindful play with children.

Contents of This Issue
In the second of two issues devoted to an ongoing and ever-new Deweyan-Confucian conversation, we at the Journal of School & Society are very
pleased to be sharing seven articles that provide
much to think about on several variation on the
themes of bodily engagement and creative educational practice with the lives of children and
young adults.
All of these essays touch on the centrality of
moral imagination and creative intelligence as a
social good—a good only realized and maintained in the fragile horizon of intergenerational
communicating communities—including forms
of communication that go beyond verbal discourse to gestures and profound expressions of
emotion. So it is with a sense of great pleasure
and Confucian “musical joy” (le 樂) that we present for your reading appreciation the following
ensemble of stellar contributions to the field of
intercultural comparative philosophy of education, striking a keynote of mutually enriching resonance between Deweyan pragmatism and Confucian educational visions of somaesthetic and
social-political harmony.
In our first featured article, Richard Shusterman reflects upon his trailblazing work in the
emergent field of intercultural comparative somaesthetics—a style of doing philosophy that actively seeks to compensate for the historically
regnant Western tendency to denigrate the body
in the activity of philosophical thinking.

6

Working with pragmatism as a post-linguisticturn field of discourse, and as an anti-metaphysical philosophical movement of culture expressing profound skepticism towards any sacrosanct
first principles or any variations on the myth of
“the given”—while simultaneously drawing
upon diverse East Asian philosophies that don’t
bear any of these philosophical stigmata—Richard Shusterman urges us to continue on with another important cultural “turn” by highlighting
the central role of the lived body—that is, the
soma and its aesthesis—in all broadly conceived
melioristic pursuits.
Moving skillfully and fluidly between American Pragmatism and several East Asian philosophies (here, predominantly Confucian and
Daoist sources), Shusterman argues that somaesthetics, understood as a way to say and do philosophy otherwise than a historically Western
canon that has so frequently denigrated bodily
experience, especially the transcendental pretense or the myth of the givenness of the fully
autonomous, rational, able-bodied, cis-gendered, white male as normative, business-asusual kind of philosophizing, allows us to be actively decolonizing and rethinking the very possibilities of philosophical practice and education
going forward with a “second Enlightenment”
project—if that isn’t too tall of an order.
Instead of reductively and distortingly reducing thinking to a disembodied and purely rational
affair, Shusterman constantly foregrounds the
importance of vital practices such as creative
self-fashioning and bodily-affective attunement
in diversifying philosophies of education. Developing a recurrent theme in his always evolving
and provocative oeuvre, Shusterman finds ample resources in East Asian thought to corroborate and expand upon his theoretical insights
within the horizons of inter-cultural somaesthetics as a way of living philosophically in the present.
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In this essay, Shusterman predominantly
draws from classical Confucian and early Daoist
sources of thinking about ritualized comportment and a somaesthetics of personal cultivation
(xiushen 修身) and the significance of carefully
guarding the unique relational potentials we have
so as to be creatively transforming with cosmic
processes (shou shen 守身). In this way Shusterman makes a strong case for giving primacy to
such thinking through the body (shenti sixiang 身
體思想) in the present age.
Shusterman also provocatively considers
some likely Chinese deposits left in Dewey’s
thinking after his eventful sojourn in China. By
exploring Dewey’s non-exclusive or non-anthropocentric humanism as a general theory of truth
as deployed in his Art as Experience, Shusterman
puts Deweyan aesthetic theory into conversation
with classical Chinese thinking about ritual, music, and exemplary forms of stylized embodiment. He convincingly argues that such somaesthetic stylization always already has profound
resonance with critical democratic theory—since,
after all, it is only unique individuals that can be
making creative contributions to communicating
communities as ends-in-view ideals for social life.
And within this productive conversation Shusterman makes space for a host of classical Chinese thinkers and their unique pragmatic philosophies of language that is most intriguing.
Building upon the works of A.C. Graham,
Chad Hansen, Roger Ames, and others who
have made distinctive versions of the claim that
it is not ontological-epistemological reference that
is guiding classical Chinese thinkers, but rather a
kind of somaesthetic concern for relational deference that is motivating the classical Chinese philosophical concern with “getting names right”
(zhengming 正名)—all as part of an ongoing and
collaborative process of bringing into more
See Roger T. Ames, Frontiers of Philosophy in China 10,
no. 2 (2015): 167–180.
10

7

resolute focus the meaning-making activities of
an always provisional intergenerational community of interpreters.
So rather than some idealist conception of
“truth” as a fated agreement at the end of inquiry,
we have the constant renegotiation of agreedupon, working values so as to fashion a reservoir
of culturally-embodied, moral imagination in intergenerational conversations that don’t have an
end—in the sense of seeking some “final vocabulary.” Philosophical creativity, then, is a matter
of learning to be “making this life significant” together in collaborative projects of deferential appreciation with others—and not some technique
for discovering a pre-determined “meaning of
life,” as the solution to some ultimate existential
riddle.
It is in the Asian philosophers’ “wise respect
for the body” that Shusterman finds a kind of
refuge for his uncharacteristic methodological
penchant for foregrounding body in a professional discipline that seems to promote brains in
vats and that can make appeals to educational
theories that might, ultimately, give license to
routines of standardization and rote-memorization. What somaesthetic education offers is a
way of conceiving creative intelligence as a philosophical project of securing values emergent
from unique narratives of self-stylization within
lived traditions—this requires an always imaginative performance of bodily subjectivity that
transforms the “fact of association” in social institutions like family, school, city, state, and
world into communicating communities of interpretation aiming at a more convivial and sustainable cosmopolitan flourishing.
In our second featured article, reprinted with
permission from the Frontiers of Philosophy in
China, 10 Roger Ames appeals to Chinese processual categories and a correlative philosophical
sensibility to think through the complex
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relationships of mind, body, and heart—or,
“bodyheartminding”—in a context of theorizing
persons as relationally-constituted and unique
individualities capable of exerting a quotient of
creativity in an always provisional and thoroughly contingent cosmos.
Working with insights from the Chinese tradition, American Pragmatism, and more recent
developments in somaesthetic and democratic
theory, Roger Ames shows us a way to realize
ever more creatively integrated stances towards
persons as mind-body narrative transactions in
historical and future-oriented communicating
communities. Such a correlative, communicative, and role-encumbered mode of theorizing
persons can provide a resolute focus that greatly
enhances the likelihood of achieving the hardwon fruits of day-to-day educational labor.
Indeed, educators work best by “focusing
the familiar” affairs of the day—what in the Chinese tradition can be called “consummate conduct” (ren 仁), a term settled upon by Ames to
approximate the philosophical insights of a Confucian vocabulary that in his earlier work he had
rendered “authoritative conduct.” Ames considers how the contested—because so often willfully misunderstood—philosophical placeholders of “Pragmatism” and “Confucianism” can be
put into productive conversation as both being
modes of thinking that decidedly abjure epistemological certainty or totalizing metaphysical
system-building; instead the philosophical kinship of these two philosophical sensibilities can
be found in a tendency to pursue adventures in
the “pathless wastes” of an always changing
world that requires a refined sensitivity and
brave moral imagination—one up to the task of
“theorizing persons” in a truly relational way—
that is, in a way that recognizes that unique individuality can only be an achievement of persons
Roger T. Ames, “Confucianism and Deweyan Pragmatism: A Dialogue,” Journal of Chinese Philosophy 30, no. 3&4
(2003), 403-417: 404.
11

8

differing and deferring from and for each other in
a shared narrative project of intergenerational
communicating community.
In other words, as an adventure of becoming
more fully human—understood as a resolutely
somaesthetic achievement rather than some
metaphysical given—the ideal rational construct
of a transcendental end of some supposedly inexorable historical dialectic is replaced with an
imminently reasonable task of way-making
within the cultural repository and triadic interplay of “heaven,” “earth,” and “human” as
“three powers” (sancai 三才) for realizing creative intelligence together—or not at all. What we
have are radically contingent practices and sensibilities that can, in better or worse ways, contribute to the transmission and creation of truly
democratic values. Such a process might include
a Confucian “Democracy of the Dead”—one
that would allow us to theorize persons in a rolefocused register of a ritually-and-musically attuned communicating community, deferentially
ordered around virtuosic communicators (sages
and worthies), in an ongoing process of (re)authorization of authoritative personhood and exemplary conduct.
In a creative synthesis of Deweyan and Confucian insight, Ames considers how embodied
sensibilities are “complexes of habits that both
create and are created by habitats and that promote specific, personal manners of in-habiting a
world.” And since these embodied sensibilities
are profoundly cultural, they are “not easily expressed through the analysis of social, economic,
or even political institutions.” Rather, such sensibilities “reside in the prominent feelings, ideas,
and beliefs defining the culture.” 11 Ames goes
on to reflect upon the significance of Confucianism as a “meliorative aestheticism” that can help
with the “recovery of philosophy” in a post-
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Deweyan age, wherein the need to reconstruct
experience entails a reformation of culture
through a holistic ritual and musical educational
vision of resolutely developing persons in a religiously expansive context of an intergenerational
communicating community always seeking more
optimal forms of social flourishing and unique
democratic individuality in diverse cultural contexts.
Thinking with Confucian “meliorative aestheticism” can help in providing a philosophical
grammar by which to engage in edifying educational conversations aimed at realizing a more
convivial cosmopolitan culture without having
to rely upon a provincial notion of the ultimate
good or a fixed ideology as an ethically exclusive
“comprehensive doctrine” that must seek rational and universal agreement. While Ames certainly recognizes that no translation can or
should serve as a final vocabulary—in the sense
of achieving a conversation-ending end of inquiry—and we therefore need to be sensitive to
the historical contingency of things, he exudes a
confidence that there should be, by now, no
point in arguing about the relative appropriateness of conceiving the distinctive nature of theorizing persons in a Chinese process-oriented
cosmology as socially-stipulated and role-encumbered bodies of creativity.
In this way, Ames argues there should be:
minimal dispute with respect to our understanding of notions such as the symbiotic relationship
that obtains among the radial spheres of personal, communal, political, and cosmic cultivation, the process of self-cultivation through ritualized living, the centrality of communication
and the attunement of language, the inseparability of the cognitive and affective dimensions of
experience, an understanding of the heart-andmind (xin) (or “thinking and feeling”) as a
Roger T. Ames, “Becoming Practically Religious: A
Deweyan and Confucian Context for Rortian Religiousness,” in Rorty, Pragmatism, and Confucianism, edited by
12

9

disposition to act rather than a framework of
ideas and beliefs, the construal of knowing as an
epistemology of caring—of trust rather than
truth, the prevalence of correlative (rather than
dualistic) thinking, the pursuit of self-realizing as
authentication in practice, the familial nature of
all relationships, the centrality of family and filial
deference, the high value of inclusive harmony,
the priority of ritual propriety to rule or law, the
role of exemplary modeling, the didactic function of sage as virtuoso communicator, the expression of sagacity as focusing and enchanting
the familiar affairs of the day, a recognition of
the continuity between humanity and the numinous, and so on.12

We agree, but this still leaves the always-unfinished work of achieving our educational ideals as
creative democracy in philosophical translation
that seeks to ameliorate familiar habits by making translational space for thinking through perhaps unfamiliar assumptions in a new intercultural horizon.
In considering how Dewey was really pouring new wine into the old concept of “individuality”—moving away from quantitative equality
and autonomous discreteness, towards a more
expansive and dynamic conception of persons as
creative projects—Ames moves us thrillingly
into an intercultural hermeneutic horizon by asking us to fully appreciate the Chinese difference
in such classical Confucian terms as “consummate conduct” (ren 仁), “bodyheartminding” (xin
心), “non-analytic affect” (qing 情), and “symbiotic harmony” (he 和). In foregrounding the uncommon assumptions in this particular Confucian constellation of concepts, Ames is like both
Confucius and Dewey: “warming up the old, in
order to realize the new” (wen gu er zhi xin 溫故

Yong Huang (Albany: State University of New York
Press, 2009): 262.
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知新), in a broad vision of cultural reformation
as ameliorative philosophical praxis.
From Tung-Yi Kho, we get a provocative
argument that many of our most pressing global
crises can be traced back to some basic failures
of an all-too-pervasive, body-denigrating tendency in reductionistic-functionalist approaches
to education. Kho urges us to embrace a more
holistic and integrated approach to somatic character education, one grounded in a dynamic
unity of mind and body, and he demonstrates
how tennis as sport can be used as a site for such
integrated and holistic educational practice.
Kho shows how an “ethos of competitive individualism”—so necessary for the “functionalism” of capitalism and business-as-usual in the
fields of education, physical training, and
sports—is a terrible way to think about the relational potentials and values inherent in sport and
physical training. Kho also turns to the body in
terms of ethical cultivation (xiushen 修身)—as a
potential resistance to the saturation of
knowledge-production in terms of functionalist,
utilitarian, and pecuniary fungibility and to the
loss of wisdom as a non-translatable good in a
global stage of commodity fetishism—by thinking about the relational potentials of non-alienated cooperative and shared educational experience.
Drawing upon Alfred North Whitehead,
John Dewey, Ivan Illich, and a pervasive vitalism
inherent in Confucian-inspired theories of
whole-person education—wherein the “co-operative, co-respective, co-existence” and “convivial possibilities” of learning communities are
juxtaposed to the “antagonistic, competitive,
and individualistic beggar-thy-neighbor” zerosum, finite-game ideologies—we find a question
motivating Kho’s theorizing: how do we effectively educate beyond functionalist paradigms of
competition and possessive individualism?
The emphasis on the how question motivates
Kho more than any felt need to justify the

10

cooperative values necessary for imagining a sustainable and convivial space of cosmopolitan
community in late-stage hyper-capitalism and a
nihilistically-destructive modernity. And it is for
this reason that he turns to his intersectional
work as a sports trainer, intercultural philosopher, and ethnographer in developing a more
holistic and creatively integrated account of education-as-growth in personal potentials.
In articulating an exercise of collaborative
“mini-tennis” (playing a back-and-forth game of
maintaining a volley in a reduced portion of the
court), Kho considers how a kind of somatic
communication occurs between the participants
wherein the entire situation calls for an “undivided attention to the task immediately on
hand”—which in turn requires a sustained commitment to keeping the ball moving (a kind of
somatic conversation) wherein a “deep, meditative concentration” or absorption in non-dual
and shared group activity can be sustained. With
this cooperation and joy of keeping the ball in
play, it is, of course, more fun than individual
pursuits.
Kho makes productive use of the Great
Learning 《 大 學 》 ideals of unbounded but
properly ordered growth, starting with things
close at hand and moving outwards into a cosmopolitical expansive canopy (tianxia 天下). We
might also wish to rehearse here some Mengzian
insights about the compounding nature of
shared musical experience and the intensification of somatic pleasures and social joy (tong le 同
樂) in such relationally-practiced physical training. The win-win infinite game of learning to cooperate, care, and share has obvious palliative
implications for the stigmata of a religious fundamentalism grounded in autonomous individualism and an all-consuming, capitalist profit motive as ultimate concern.
Building upon Ivan Illich’s vision of “deschooling society,” Kho considers provocative
ways in which cultivating skilled somatic

The Journal of School & Society
ISSN 2575-9922
6(2) 2–14
©Author(s) 2019

11

practices—productively blurring the boundaries
between physical training and sport—can allow
for the unleashing of creative potentials of persons to contribute ever more effectively to more
sustainable and valuable ways of convivially relating in a world marked by increasing precarity
and predicaments of apocalyptic proportions. By
critiquing the “functionalist” model of education—as stipulating insular means and fixed
ends, wherein all values are subsumed within an
antagonistic structure of competition based in
atomizing individualism—Kho offers a provocative and practical account of how a more somaesthetically-focused educational model can offer hope for a future to be possible.
Drawing primarily from early Confucian
sources and Roger Ames’ role ethical vocabulary,
one might also detect the spirit of a Zhuangzi
telling stories of effortless action in this Confucian plea for the centrality of graceful bodily
presence in ritual performance (lizhi da ti 禮之大
體). And with the urgent critique of capitalism,
Kho’s suggests that we return to the classical
economists—Ricardo, Smith, Marx—to make
sense of our current entanglement of global predicaments.
(Why, after all, would corporations care
about a future if their bottom-line profit margins
and accountability to shareholders are always
shorter-term than any single person’s lifespan?
And how has austerity and debt-inflation been
used to create an unsustainable world wherein
the global 1% continues to rapidly extract wealth
from the planet and redistribute upwards?)
With all this in mind, we might also want to
return to read a classical Chinese Marxist whose
first published article would seem to have a rather haunting relevance here—Mao Zedong’s
“A Study of Physical Education.”.13 In any event,

from Kho’s provocative theorizing, we get a
glimpse of how the holistic and processual assumptions of a Chinese correlative cosmology
allow for an effective critique of unjust and unsustainable global economic structures by thinking with things “close at hand” (jinsi 近思)—
things like tennis training.
Joshua Rosen writes from his Bronx classroom, explaining how exemplarist moral theory
might better bring us into contact with the lives
and developing democratic aspirations of his
students. He does this by helping students explore what actions, characters, and persons provoke admiration, and what, on the contrary, elicits disapproval, repugnance, or critical resistance
to the ongoing legacy of racism, police brutality,
economic oppression, and educational neglect in
the lives led by the students he teaches and the
adults who have come before them.
Rosen’s starting point for theorizing educational experience and its creatively democratic
potentials comes from his experience with a
“wall of [moral] fame” wherein he—together
with student’s electoral and deliberative politics—decides on who should go up or come
down from the wall, and in this way offering an
exemplary portrait of contributing to the unfinished business of “achieving our country.”
Mr. Rosen’s American history classroom is a
history of the present and a promise for creatively democratic futures. In choosing “fighters,
poets, musicians, philosophers, and Americans
of every background,” this Bronx classroom is a
portrait in courage, seeking to teach and learn
American history differently from the all-toocommon whitewashed “great man,” textbook
model.
Drawing upon Linda Zagzebski’s work in
moral exemplarism,14 Rosen finds the affective

See the Selected Works of Mao Tse-Tung, Volume VI (Peking: Foreign Languages Press, 1917/2004),
https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/mao/selected-works/volume-6/mswv6_01.htm.
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Linda Zagzebski, Exemplarist Moral Theory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017).
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dynamics of “admiration” to be a productive avenue for thinking about the kind of moral perception and judgment going on in the intergenerational hermeneutic task of both: (1) deliberating
upon who should and shouldn’t be on the wall
(John Brown and Abraham Lincoln both serve
as an interesting test cases wherein there was vocal disagreement and even affective surprise between teacher and student responses to these
historical persons); and (2) deciding how the history classroom should be appreciating the figures
depicted in this pantheon of American exemplars.
In reflecting upon how his “students find
more salience in stories from the Bronx,” Rosen
realizes that “exemplarism is ineffective if students cannot see themselves in the exemplar.”
This insight into the limitations of “admiration”
as a catch-all moral emotion can critically expand
upon the metaethical theory of exemplarism to
be more inclusive in imagining processes of admiration—and the complex emotional fields
that surround such feelings. We might think of
the Bronx native member of “the squad,” Congressperson Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, and hes
creative democratic plea to always remember not
only that “you can’t be what you can’t see,” but
also that “we can be whatever we have the courage to see.”15
This essay concludes aporetically and consummately by opening up onto further educational and theoretical work to be done in thinking about how to make the wall more global and
cosmopolitan—while recognizing the distinctive
cultural values at play in shaping the imagination
of admiration as a moral-political affect. For example, in thinking about the Chinese political
dissident and Nobel Prize winner, Liu Xiaobo,
Rosen highlights the incommensurability of

autonomous rights-based thinking and the more
role-encumbered notion of ceremonial rites as
the relational fabric of moral community in a
Confucian context. In turning again to Deweyan
ideals of “creative democracy” as a task still most
certainly before us, Rosen thinks about the future
of the wall in an increasingly global horizon and
how one of his students—Thomas, a promising
and pious student from Ghana—will be able to
see what he can be in such an expansively global
educational horizon.
From Steven Fesmire we have an urgent
call to be thinking through and beyond an “ethics for moral fundamentalists” wherein he clarifies how it is he is working against the tides of
moral fundamentalism in our society by cultivating habits of epistemic humility amongst his students. Fesmire asks us to imagine what moral
fundamentalists are really saying through their
actions and attitudes in the context of ostensible
“debate,” which really amounts more to a set of
strategies for sabotaging the “back and forth” dialogical interchange involved in any truly communicating community. He goes on to provide
an ensemble of creatively democratic pedagogical activities that can help get classes beyond a
“pledge” of moral absolutism, wherein there is
presumed to be one and only one right axiological
framework for adjudicating all morally salient situations.
Instead, Fesmire asks us to entertain a much
more invitational moral horizon wherein the allpervasive complicity with what he calls “moral
jetlag”—a cultural phenomenon akin to what
Alistair MacIntyre indicated as a kind of postmodern “incoherence” of the ensemble of language games and evaluative practices called

Eoin Higgins, “‘We Can Be Whatever We Have the
Courage to See’: New Video From AOC Envisions a
#GreenNewDeal Future,” Common Dreams (April 17,
2019),

https://www.commondreams.org/news/2019/04/17/we-can-be-whatever-we-have-courage-see-new-video-aoc-envisionsgreennewdeal-future.
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“ethics” 16 — and “moral fundamentalism” can
be ameliorated by way of more inclusive and pluralist habitudes that invite real collaborative inquiries and a recognition of the sheer diversity
and irreducible complexity of moral life in the
present age. As an example of this pluralistic
moral theorizing, he invites students to imagine
if there are not more productive ways to engage
in conjoint social improvement and better values
to be foregrounded in our imagining of what is
possible in democratic educational praxis.
From Aaron Ghiloni, we are offered a provocative series of pedagogical and theoretical reflections on the potential democratically-enlivening roles that “supernaturalism” might have in
the classroom and beyond. Challenging Dewey’s
overly critical rejection of supernaturalism as
eroding social and naturalistic inquiry, Ghiloni,
writing from his undergraduate religious studies
classroom, explores what can be gained by helping students to evaluate belief in the supernatural
in a more nuanced and sympathetic manner. A
number of very interesting methods for evaluating student engagement with the content of a
course—content that moves fluidly from fairies
to deep democratic faith are in this way presented in the context of a sustained defense of
religious and spiritual “overbeliefs” that can animate a more empathic narrative imagination in
students as they prepare to become participants
in a twenty-first century global citizenry—a century that Ghiloni reminds us is “full of real monsters.”
A benefit of reading this essay is that one
comes away with a new sense of urgency to bring
some clarity—after we give up on any quests for
certainty—to the project of distinguishing between democratically acceptable forms of overbelief that are variously identified as mystical,
magical, superstitious, paranormal, supernatural,
or just plain ecstatic. A question that we might
Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory
(University of Notre Dame Press, 1984, 2nd edn.), 2.
16
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pose for Ghiloni is whether or not we can follow
Dewey so far as to reject any “two realm” or
“two world” dualistic categories of speaking
about experience that would obfuscate and (super)naturalize the social reality of unintelligent or
oppressive forms of association.
That is, can we as philosophical educators
endorse Dewey’s naturalist stance—yet still fully
appreciate the functional and creative role of
“supernatural” beliefs and practices in ordinary
experience? It would seem that by getting us to
question the supposedly stable sacred/secular
divide—a divide so central to modernity—that
Ghiloni’s archaeological-genealogical method of
unsettling the present is a most fecund way to
expand the moral imagination of students and to
facilitate a more engaged democratic sensibility
in the classroom.
From Sor-hoon Tan, we have a sustained
inquiry into the intercultural horizons of a Deweyan- and Confucian-inspired conversation
about the relative importance and mutual entailment of “custom” and “law,” or li 禮 and fa 法.
In considering how Dewey only briefly references Chinese philosophy in his collected works,
even after his momentous experiences in the
country, Tan shows how Dewey perhaps missed
an opportunity to put his dynamic notion of personal habits and social customs—as necessary
ingredients for any communicating community
construed as the art and religion of creative democracy—into productive philosophical conversation with the Confucian insistence that any
and all statutory codes (fa 法) can only be successfully implemented in a broader framework
of relational deference and ceremonial customs
(li 禮). The attunement of emotions to accord
with ethically and legally salient situations, as
well as the general social grammar of experience,
are the only checks against a rampant and
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shameless litigiousness that disrupts social harmony in the pursuit of private profiteering with
violent and exploitative measures.
If we conceive of li 禮 and Deweyan habitus
as the “embodiment of culture” and as an ensemble of social-cultural structures that serve to
“canalize action” into normatively prescribed
patterns of evaluation and interpretation, then it
should be readily obvious the importance of
foregrounding this aspect of non-coercive
power in theories of ethical education and even
civics classrooms. An important implication of
Tan’s political theorizing here is the need to
think in-between, or rather beyond, any polarizing dichotomies that trade in East-West dualisms
like “liberal enlightenment” vs. “oriental despotism;” “rule of law” vs. “corruption;” “procedural
democracy” vs. “authoritarianism;” etc.—while
all of these epithets surely have their appropriate
application, the tired cultural essentializing and
arrogant ethical chauvinism involved in the very
possibility of positing a radical disjunction of political cultures is most happily not to be found in
Sor-hoon Tan’s novel theorizing.
Analects 2.3 is a locus classicus for the pragmatic
distinction to be drawn between: guiding with
“edicts” (fa 法·) and keeping in line with “punishments” (xing 刑); or, guiding with “exemplary
and charismatic virtuosity” (de 德) and keeping
in line with “rites/customs” (li 禮)—and it is
only in the latter register of a non-coercive and
open-ended cultural conversation of ritual and
music institutions (liyue zhidu 禮樂制度) that we
can hope to find a shared experience of affective
resonance wherein an appropriate sense of
shame and genuine desire for relational flourishing guides and keeps us in check in all social roles
emanating from family-born experience and extending imaginatively to the furthest divine
reaches of ecological sustainability.
Tan’s political theorizing offers a method for
getting beyond static dualisms of East-West cultural binaries and invites a more nuanced and
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dynamic
intercultural
conversation—one
wherein Deweyan ideals of “communicating
community” and Confucian visions of convivial
cosmopolitanism (tianxia 天下) can find productive resonance in thinking about the ways to go
about cultivating a robust embodiment of creatively democratic cultures.

Invitation and Acknowledgement
And it is in the context of this special issue of the
Journal of School & Society that we can consummate the proceedings with Sor-Hoon Tan’s call
to think with Dewey and Confucius about all
“aspects of culture” from the “political, economic, international” to the “educational, and
artistic, [and] religious.”
It is only with such an expansive view of culture and the vital importance of education beyond the mere reproduction of skills for an oppressive labor market or the internalization of
fixed dogmas—be they nationalistic, xenophobic, or forms of religious bigotry—that we can
hope to sustain the fragile conversation that is a
world culture of creative democracy going forward.
As the editor of the Journal of School & Society,
Kyle Greenwalt would like to extend his most
fraternal appreciation to Joseph Harroff, the coeditor on this project that has explored Deweyan
and Confucian transactions. Joe is an exemplary
person, one whose conduct in both life and research tends towards consummate action and relational flourishing for those around him. He has
a generous soul, a keen mind, and learning from
him has been to my great advantage.
It is my sincere hope that the readers of our
journal will, upon reflection upon the contents
of this issue, feel likewise.
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Somaesthetics, Education,
and Democracy: Between
Pragmatism and Chinese
Thought
Richard Shusterman
Florida Atlantic University

The project of somaesthetics—briefly defined
as the critical study and meliorative cultivation of
the experience and use of one’s body as a site of
sensory appreciation and creative self-fashioning—can be understood as fundamentally a philosophy of education.
Somaesthetics argues that the soma—the living, purposive, sentient body—is the medium or
tool through which all learning takes place. It follows that if we improve, by cultivating, the capacities of that medium or tool, we can therefore
improve our capacities for learning. Moreover,
the improved capacity of this medium of life and
learning should make life and learning more
pleasurable, and pleasure in learning will enhance our capacities to learn.
Somaesthetics emerged from two main philosophical roots. First, it built on pragmatist aesthetics, which highlights the active, sentient body
or soma as the necessary energetic ground and
skilled medium for our capacities of artistic creation and aesthetic appreciation. Second,
For an explanation of these roots of somaesthetics, see
Richard Shusterman, Body Consciousness (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), ch. 1; and Thinking through
the Body: Essays in Somaesthetics (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2012), “Introduction.”
2 san xing wu shen (三省吾身). Analects, 1:4. My citations
and references to the Analects are based on the translation
of Roger T. Ames and Henry Rosemont Jr., The Analects
1
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somaesthetics drew on the classical idea of philosophy as a meliorative art of living in which the
soma again plays a formative role as the medium
for all our experience, perception, and action.
Hence, the quest for self-knowledge and self-improvement should involve somatic self-cultivation.1
Although Western philosophy provided my
initial insights into these sources of somaesthetics, East Asian thought, and particularly classical
Chinese philosophy, soon became a continuing
inspiration for my somaesthetic research. As traditional East Asian aesthetics highlights the
value of somatic training for perfecting one’s artistry, so Chinese ethical theory insists that selfexamination is both crucial for moral progress
and is intrinsically somatic in character.
The Confucian Analects invokes the idea of
examining thrice daily one’s embodied self, 2
while another Confucian classic, The Great Learning, highlights somatic self-cultivation, as the key
ethical foundation for harmoniously governing
self, family, and society.3 “Their persons [or bodies, shen] being cultivated, their families were regulated. Their families being regulated, their states
were rightly governed. Their states being rightly
governed, the whole kingdom was made tranquil
and happy.”4
In different ways, Daoism also emphasizes
somatic cultivation, or xiu shen, which it often interprets in terms of shou shen (protecting the
body). Zhuangzi, noting that the ancient sages
who “clarified the great Way” made sure to “cultivate their persons” urges us: “Diligently cultivate your [own] person instead of paying
of Confucius: A Philosophical Translation (New York: Ballantine, 1998).
3 xiushen (修身, cultivation of one’s embodied person, or
shen)
4 James Legge (trans.), Confucian Analects, The Great Learning, and The Doctrine of the Mean (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1893), 266.
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attention to externals.”5 Shou shen and xiu shen
Deweyan Pragmatism and
are combined in the following Zhuangzi injuncChinese Thought
tion: “Carefully guard [shou shen] your body, and
leave other things to prosper themselves. I guard
Deweyan pragmatism converges with Confucian
the one so as to dwell in harmony. Thus have I
thought in celebrating art’s educational imcultivated my person (xiushen) for one thousand
portance for ethics and politics.
two hundred years and my physical form has still
Although Dewey’s Art as Experience makes
not decayed.”6
only
a few passing references to Chinese aesThe classical Confucian Chinese tradition inthetic thought (confined to Chinese painting), he
sists on the body’s crucial role in art and in the
did write the book after his extended stay in
ethical, meliorative art of living through selfChina from 1919 to 1921, an
knowledge and self-cultivation.
experience that had an enorIt moreover also distinctively
Somaesthetics
mous influence on his thinking.
combines these themes in an
argues
that
the
As his daughter Jane conextraordinarily productive way
soma—the living,
firmed, this experience “was so
by making the practices of art
great as to act as a rebirth of
making and art appreciation an
purposive, sentient
[Dewey’s] intellectual enthusiintegral part of one’s ethical
body—is the
asms,” and he henceforth held
practices of self-examination
medium
or
tool
China as “the country nearest
and self-refinement.
his heart after his own.” 8
In contrast to the Western
through which all
Dewey’s appreciation of China
Platonic tradition of suspicion
learning
takes
place.
was reciprocated warmly by the
regarding the ethical and politienthusiastic reception of his
cal value of the arts, the Analects
lectures
there,
which
were widely published and
of Confucius emphasize the ethical and political
influential in the New Culture movement of that
value of the arts of music and poetry along with
time.9 There is, indeed, a great deal of promising
ritual. The Confucian Xunzi builds on these inoverlap between the orientations of Deweyan
sights to provide detailed argument for music’s
pragmatism and classical Chinese philosophy,
(and ritual’s) capacities for providing personal
and I shall now briefly outline some of those
refinement as well as social attunement and har7
converging themes that impact issues of ethics
mony.
and politics.
Among the many important themes that
Chinese philosophy seems to share with pragmatism, perhaps the most central and comprehensive could be called humanism. This is the term
I use here the translation by Victor Mair, Wandering on
the Way: Early Taoist Tales and Parables of Chuang Tzu (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 1994), 123, 321.
6 Mair, 96.
7 John Knoblock (trans.),”On Self-Cultivation,” “Discourse on Ritual Principles,” and “Discourse on Music,”
in Xunzi, vol. 1 & 3 (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
1988,1994).
5

See Jane Dewey, “Biography of John Dewey,” in P.A.
Schilpp (ed.), The Philosophy of John Dewey, 2nd ed. (New
York: Tudor, 1951), 42.
9 Dewey’s popularity in China was unfortunately shortlived. By the time he wrote Art as Experience (1934), there
was not sufficient interest in his work for the book to be
translated. A Chinese translation of it was eventually put
out by Dr. Jianping Gao in 2005.
8
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used by the distinguished scholars Wing-tsit
Chan and Tu Wei-Ming to define Chinese philosophy, but also sometimes used by William
James, John Dewey, and especially their Oxford
ally, F.C.S. Schiller, to characterize or explain
pragmatism.10
Such humanism, which need not exclude a
wider spiritual dimension, is not the hubristic
view that ordinary human existence is the supreme expression of the universe, and that humanity is defined by its oppositional contrast to
the natural world. It is rather the insistence that
philosophy is inevitably shaped by the human
condition and its purposes should be primarily
directed to the aims of preserving, cultivating,
and perfecting human life. As knowledge and
value cannot be rigidly separated, and as human
experience is essentially social experience, philosophy has an ineliminable ethical and social
purpose. In other words, philosophy is principally aimed at improving our humanism—not at
describing reality for the mere sake of producing
true sentences.

Philosophy, as James and Dewey always insisted, deals with realms of experience, action,
and meaning that are wider than the realm of
formulated truths. As James highlighted the importance of nameless feelings that escape the
web of discourse, so Dewey urged that philosophy’s discursive truths find their true value in
promoting “concrete human experience and its
potentialities,” “to clarify, to liberate, and to extend the goods” of our lives and practices.11
The fixed formulations of discursive truth,
though often useful in dealing with the experienced world of continuous flux, cannot pretend
to capture its essence or value. Ancient Chinese
philosophers, similarly impressed by the world
of change, were likewise more interested in perfecting our humanity than in providing a precise
linguistic representation of reality. In fact, as
Chad Hansen has argued, classical Chinese
thinkers primarily regarded language not as a medium for describing the world but, rather, more
pragmatically, as a means “of guiding behavior.”12

See Wing-Tsit Chan, A Sourcebook in Chinese Philosophy
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1963), 3: “If one
word could characterize the entire history of Chinese philosophy, that word would be humanism.” This opinion is
endorsed by Tu Wei-Ming, “Self-cultivation in Chinese
Philosophy,” The Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy (London: Routledge, 1998), vol. 8, 613-626, which describes
Chinese humanism as tending “to incorporate the spiritual and naturalist dimensions in a comprehensive and
integrated vision of the nature and function of humanity
in the cosmos” (613). This description is also appropriate
to the pragmatist vision of James, Dewey, and Schiller,
though James tended to use the term “humanism” in a
more limited, technical sense that focused on issues of
epistemology and metaphysics; for example, the theses
that that philosophy cannot purport to provide a God’seye view of the world; that its truths are not absolute and
fixed but pluralistic and changing; and that such fallibilism and pluralism reflect the changing nature of reality
and our plural, changing human interests. See F.C.S.
Schiller, Humanism: Philosophical Essays (London: Macmillan, 1903); Dewey’s review of it in John Dewey: The Middle
Works, vol. 3 (Southern Illinois University Press, 1977),

312-318; and William James, “Pragmatism and Humanism” in Pragmatism and Other Essays (New York: Simon
and Schuster, 1963), and “Humanism and Truth,” “The
Essence of Humanism”, and “Humanism and Truth
Once More” in William James: Writings 1902-1910 (New
York: Library of America, 1987).
11 William James, The Principles of Psychology (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1983), 244-245. John Dewey,
Experience and Nature (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press,1988), 41, 305; hereafter EN.
12 Chad Hansen, A Daoist Theory of Chinese Thought: A Philosophical Interpretation (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1992), 42. Hansen argues that the ways Chinese
language differs from Indo-European languages encouraged Chinese thinkers to theorize language differently
than in India and Europe, and thus to different views of
philosophy and its problems. Some of these differences
resemble ways that pragmatism also differs from the
mainstream Western philosophical tradition. For instance, “Chinese thinkers don’t get caught up in the familiar problems of meaning. They do not start with a
conception of philosophy as a search for definitions”
(40). While “Western language ideology . . . treats the key
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To the general thesis that philosophy’s job is
to improve our lives rather than to compile true
propositions, there is a clear aesthetic corollary:
that the highest function of aesthetics is to enhance our experience of art and beauty, rather
than to produce accurate verbal definitions of
these concepts, which has been a major goal of
analytic aesthetics.

Philosophy is principally
aimed at improving our
humanism—not at describing
reality for the mere sake of
producing true sentences.
In Pragmatist Aesthetics, I criticize such definitions as “wrapper theories,” since they aim at
perfectly covering the logical extension of these
concepts rather than at illuminating the importance and enhancing the value of what is defined. In aesthetic matters, as Dewey recognized,
such “formal definitions leave us cold.” And
William James, whose keen aesthetic sense inspired his early ambition for a painting career,
was equally critical: “no good will ever come to
Art . . . from the analytic study of Aesthetics,”
since the key things in art “escape verbal definition, yet verbal definitions are all that [such]
role of language as conveying ideas, facts and descriptive
content,” Chinese thought basically “portrays language as
a way people interact with and influence each other.”
Hence “the Chinese theory of language starts from pragmatics—the relation of language and user; Western theory focuses first on semantics—the relation of language
and the world” (41-2). Chinese theory “deals with assertability more than truth”, and the kind of knowledge that
classical Chinese thought is essentially concerned with is
not “propositional knowledge” (since “classical Chinese
has no grammatically parallel verb for propositional belief”) but a more pragmatic notion of knowledge: “knowing-how to do something, knowing-to-do something, or
knowing-of (about) something” (44).
13 See John Dewey, Art as Experience (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1987), 155, 220; hereafter
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Aesthetics will give.” In short, the real value of
aesthetic discourse, including definitions, is of
pragmatic guiding toward an improved experience of art; hence Dewey rightly claims that “a
definition is good when it points in the direction
in which we can move expeditiously” to having
such an experience.13
Confucian aesthetics seem similarly pragmatic. While Confucius speaks often and passionately about music (noting its varieties, uses,
and values), he does not try to offer a formal definition of this art. Suspicious of mere verbal solutions (and more generally wary of linguistic
glibness), Confucius instead provides guidance
of how to realize musical value in experience by
noting examples of musical excellence (and failure), by offering brief but illuminating critical
commentary, and by proposing exemplary methods of musical practice:
The Master said of the shao music that it is both
superbly beautiful and superbly effective. Of the
wu music he said that it is superbly beautiful but
not superbly efficacious.
The Master said “The Cry of the Osprey” is
pleasing without being excessive, is mournful
without being injurious.

AE; and William James, The Correspondence of William
James, vol. 8 (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press,
2000), 475. This is why I argue that Dewey was basically
right to define art as experience even though that definition, by logical-extensional criteria, is clearly inadequate.
For my argument, which includes some critique of
Dewey’s definition, see Pragmatist Aesthetics: Living Beauty,
Rethinking Art (Oxford: Blackwell, 1992), ch. 2. For a defense of Dewey’s theory against my critique, see Tom
Leddy, “Shusterman’s Pragmatist Aesthetics,” Journal of Speculative Philosophy 16 (2002), 10-16; and Paul Taylor, “The
Two-Dewey Thesis, Continued: Shusterman’s Pragmatist
Aesthetics,” Journal of Speculative Philosophy 16 (2002), 17-25.
I respond to their critique in “Pragmatism and Criticism,” in Journal of Speculative Philosophy 16 (2002), 26-38.
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In contrast, Confucius claimed, “the Zheng music is lewd.”14
Besides these evaluative examples, he suggests some concrete methods to heighten the
quality of our musical experience.
The Master talked to the Grand Music master of
Lu about music, and said: “Much can be realized
with music if one begins by playing in unison,
and then goes on to improvise with purity of
tone and distinctness and flow [or sincerity],
thereby bringing all to completion.”
When the Master was with others who were singing and they sang well, he would invariably ask
them to sing the piece again before joining the
harmony.”15

Though these pragmatic ways of improving our
understanding of music may seem rather fragmentary, thin, or partial, we must not forget that
they are meant to be filled in by the rich concrete
context of experience, whose enhancement in
practice is also the purpose of musical theory.
If pragmatist and Confucian aesthetics aim
not at elegantly precise verbal definition, but at
improving our experience of art, this does not
simply mean increasing our personal enjoyment
and understanding of artworks. For art is not
only a source of inner pleasure (important a
value as that is); it is also a practical way of giving
grace and beauty to the social functions of everyday life. Art is also a crucial means of ethical
Analects, 3.25; 3.20; 15.11.
Analects, 3.23;7.32.
16 Analects, 17.11.
17 Analects, 17.9.
18 Analects, 17.9.
19 Analects, 1.12. The Confucian Xunzi explains ritual’s
capacity to harmonize in terms of its nurturing our human senses, emotions, and desires while informing them
with a sense of order and distinction so that they will not
run wildly astray but will issue in “pleasure and beauty.”
A key to ritual’s power of refinement is by providing the
proper “mean.” “Rites trim what is too long, stretch out
14
15
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education that can refine both the individual and
society by cultivating our sense of good order
and propriety while instilling an enjoyably shared
experience of harmony and meaning.
The Confucian insistence on the importance
of music and ritual (li) as key elements in both
cultivating the self and civilizing society makes
this aesthetic model of education very clear.
These aesthetic practices are more than merely
aesthetic: they concern the formation of proper
order and good government in the character of
the individual and of society as a whole.
As Confucius stressed, “in referring time and
again to observing ritual propriety (li) how could
I just be talking about gifts of jade and silk? And
in referring time and again to making music (yue),
how could I just be talking about bells and
drums?”16 He thus urged his disciples:
[My] young friends, why don’t you study the
Songs? Reciting the Songs can arouse your sensibilities, strengthen your powers of observation,
enhance your ability to get on with others, and
sharpen your critical skills. Close at hand it enables you to serve your father, and away at court
it enables you to serve your lord.17

Confucius likewise urged the study of ritual,
without which one would not know “where to
stand” or how to behave.18 But the broader goal
of “achieving harmony,” in both self and society,
“is the most valuable function of observing ritual.”19
what is too short, eliminate excess, remedy deficiency,
and extend cultivated forms that express love and respect
so that they increase and complete the beauty of conduct
according to one’s duty.” “Rites are the highest expression of order and discrimination, the root of strength in
the state.” The quotations are from “Discourse on Ritual
Principles” in Xunzi, trans. John Knoblock (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1980), vol. 3, 57, 60, 62, 65.
Xunzi likewise praises the power of music for harmonizing and ordering both individual and society. As “the
guiding line of the mean and harmony, and a necessary
and inescapable expression of man’s emotional nature,”
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The aesthetic model of good government
“demeanor,” and “expression.” Virtue should be
through good character and harmony is a model
somatically displayed as it contributes to social
that works by exemplary attraction and emulaharmony and good government.23
tion rather than by commandments, threats, and
Pragmatism affirms this progressive role for
punishments. “The exemplary person attracts
aesthetics in ethical and political education. Art
friends through refinement
is more than a private affair of
Art is also a crucial personal taste; and taste itself is
(wen), and thereby promotes
virtuous conduct (ren).” Atalways more than personal, since
means of ethical
tracted to such people, we want
is socially formed. As an esseneducation that can ittially
“to stand shoulder to shoulder
communicative and social
refine both the
with them” by emulating their
practice, art is “the incomparable
virtue.20
organ of instruction”—with a
individual and
So, “if people are proper in
harmonizing function. 24 In
society.
personal conduct, others will
Dewey’s words, art is “a remakfollow suit without need of command. But if
ing of the experience of the community in the
they are not proper, even when they command,
direction of greater order and unity,” and he cites
21
others will not obey.” Moreover, in the Confu“the power of music in particular to merge difcian tradition, the propriety of good conduct or
ferent individualities in a common surrender,
character is understood aesthetically; it is not a
loyalty and inspiration.”25
matter of mere mechanical or grudging compliIf this sounds too close to a fascist demand
ance to fixed rules, but, rather, requires mainfor conformity to a fixed social order and vitaining the proper appearances that expresses
sion,26 Dewey counters by insisting that “art is
the proper feelings.22 Hence the Confucian emmore moral than moralities” because it imaginaphasis on “the proper countenance,”
tively offers new visions of better orders than the
“music is the most perfect method of bringing order to
men” (ibid. 81, 84). He also suggests how music and ritual complement each other in the work of ordering:
“Music joins together what is common to all; ritual separates what is different” (ibid. 84).
20 Analects, 12.24; 4.1; 4.17.
21 Analects, 13.6.
22 When “asked about filial conduct”, the Master replied:
“It all lies in showing the proper countenance. As for the
young contributing their energies when there is work to
be done, and deferring to their elders when there is wine
and food to be had—how can merely doing this be considered being filial?” Analects, 2.8.
23 Analects, 8.4. When asked what kind of person is fit to
govern, Confucius replies “a person who honors the five
beauties (mei) and rejects the four ugly things (e),” and
then he goes on to explain what these things are in such
saliently ethical language that leads Ames and Rosemont
to translate these terms as “the five virtues” and “the
four vices.” See Analects, 20.2. In the Waley translation,
the terms are translated as “the Five Lovely Things” and
“the Four Ugly Things.” See Arthur Waley, The Analects of

Confucius (New York: Random House, 1938), 232. The
validity of both translations is evidence of the great overlap of ethics and aesthetics in Chinese thought, which
was also common in ancient Greek philosophy as the
popular expression of kalon-kai-agathon (“the beautiful
and good”) makes clear. The drawing of a sharp opposition between ethics and aesthetics is an aberration of the
compartmentalizing logic of intellectualism that pragmatist aesthetics seeks to overcome.
24 AE, 349.
25 AE, 87, 338.
26 Dewey himself later notes (in Freedom and Culture, 1939)
the use of art and other aesthetic practices to support totalitarian regimes by making dictatorship seem more attractive than “repressive,” and likewise mentions the
Church’s use of aesthetic power to sustain its influence
on “the masses.” Dewey also cites the saying, “that if one
could control the songs of a nation, one need not care
who made its laws.” See John Dewey: The Later Works, vol.
13 (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1988),
69-70.
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community’s status quo. Explicitly linking aesthetics to democratic theory, Dewey claims that
just as significant aesthetic wholes “must be constituted by parts that are themselves significant
apart from the whole to which they belong . . .
no significant community can exist save as it is
composed of individuals who are significant.”27
I have argued, however, that we need to go
beyond the Confucian and Deweyan appreciation of harmony and organic unities in art and
society. Art can divide as well as unify, as we see
in the conflict of different taste groups, and such
conflict can be a competitive spur to creativity.
Besides the satisfactions of unity, there can also
be aesthetic, educational, and even social value
in artistic experiences of heightened fragmentation, dissonance, and disruptive difference.
That is one reason why I devoted considerable attention to rap music and why much contemporary visual art is concerned with images of
rupture and disharmony. Moreover, we need to
remember more clearly that the aesthetic dimension—in both the creative and appreciative process—involves a crucial critical moment: one
where the artist or observer critically assesses the
values and limitations of what is being expressed
so that she can go on to produce or demand
something better.
This means that an aesthetic appreciation of
social harmonies should always be alert to discordant voices that are being muffled or excluded from the mix.

21

There is an aspect of philosophy as a life practice
that my version of pragmatism emphasizes more
than most Western philosophies—cultivation of
the sentient body as a central tool of self-perfection, a key to better perception, action, virtue,
and happiness.
I return, then, to somaesthetics, which is an
interdisciplinary field of, not only theory, but
concrete somatic practice that aims to promote
some of philosophy’s oldest and most central
goals: knowledge, self-knowledge, virtue, happiness, and justice. When challenged by my Western philosophical colleagues for paying so much
attention to the body—which is seen as a necessarily narrow and narcissistic interest that interferes with the wider and nobler concerns of ethics and politics—I find support from Asian philosophers’ wise respect for the body. They realize that virtue, care for others, and even the political practice of good government cannot be
achieved without bodily means.
As Mencius says,
I have heard of those who, having kept their
bodies inviolate, could serve their parents, but
not of those who failing to do so, still served
their parents. Whichever duty I fail to perform,
it must not be my duty to my parents, for that is
the duty from which all others spring. Whichever
trust I fail to fulfill, it must not be that of keeping
my body inviolate, for that is the trust from
which all others arise.

Somaesthetics and Chinese
Thought

He later claims, “the functions of the body are
the endowment of Heaven. But it is only a Sage
who can properly manipulate them.”28
Moreover, how can one properly govern a
state, if one cannot properly care for oneself by

AE, 207-8.
See Mencius, trans. W.A.C.H. Dobson (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1969), 138, 144 (4A.20; 6A.14). Proper
bodily comportment and skills are, of course, crucial to
the key Confucian idea of ritual. It is thus not surprising
that “the terms for body (ti) and ritual (li) are cognate,

sharing . . . the core idea of articulated form” and the
common character 豊 as one of the two characters that
make up each word. See Hall and Ames, Thinking from the
Han: Self, Truth, and Transcendence in Chinese and Western
Culture (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1997), 32.

27
28
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properly caring for one’s body? As Laozi says,
“he who loves his body more than the empire
can be given the custody of the empire.”29 Chinese philosophy further realizes that the most
persuasive lessons in the art of living can be conveyed without theoretical texts, but through the
wordless power of bodily bearing and graceful
action of teachers, who instruct by the exemplarity of their persons that complement and interpret the words of their teaching.
As Mencius says, “his every limb bears wordless testimony.” 30 Consider the exemplarity of
wordless teaching exhibited in the bodily behavior of Confucius as recorded in Analects:
On passing through the entrance way to the
Duke’s court, he would bow forward from the
waist, as though the gateway were not high
enough. While in attendance, he would not stand
in the middle of the entranceway; in passing
through, he would not step on the raised threshold. On passing by the empty throne, his countenance would change visibly, his legs would
bend, and in his speech he would seem to be
breathless. He would lift the hem of his skirts in
ascending the hall, bow forward from the waist,
and hold in his breath as though ceasing to
breathe. On leaving and descending the first
steps, he would relax his expression and regain
his composure. He would glide briskly from the
bottom of the steps, and returning to his place,
he would resume a reverent posture.31

See Tao Te Ching, trans. D.C. Lau (Baltimore: Penguin,
1963), 69.
30 Mencius, 181 (7A.21)
31 Analects, 10:4. Book 10 of the Analects is full of such descriptions of Confucius’s instructive bodily comportment, including matters of dress, posture, the taking of
food, drink, and medicine, table manners, style of sitting,
resting, sleeping, and riding in a carriage. An important
counterpart of wordless teaching is wordless understanding. Xunzi explains that a proper understanding of dance
cannot be conveyed in mere words or even in visual or
auditory representations; it requires fully embodied enactment and funded muscle-memory. “How can we know
29
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***
Asian culture has thus coupled the theoretical affirmation of the body with the development of
practical somatic disciplines of meditation and
martial arts that improve our powers of movement and mental concentration, while giving
greater grace to our actions and greater pleasure
and acuteness to our consciousness. My efforts
to establish the field of somaesthetics as a discipline of theory and practice have been greatly encouraged by the insights of Chinese and other
ancient Asian philosophies.
One of the most pervasively influential and
painfully stubborn Western dualisms is that of
body and mind. As I remark in Body Consciousness,
Dewey sought to overcome the dualism historically inscribed in these terms by affirming their
essential union through linguistic invention—by
employing the term, “body-mind,” using the hyphen (which the French call a trait d’union) to
bridge the twain.
Yet, the hyphen, in joining the two, also
graphically underlines their separation, just as
Benedetto Croce’s notion of art as “intuition-expression” unintentionally highlighted the gap between an artist’s inner vision and its concrete
manifestation in external form. Running together the terms without the hyphen as
“bodymind” is no less problematic—for the two
terms remain, and the effort to unite them seem
clumsily forced and ungrammatical. Moreover,
the idea of the dance? I say the eyes do not see it and the
ears do not hear it. Rather, it happens only when the order of every episode of gazing down and lifting up the
face, of bending and straightening, of advancing and retreating, and of retardation and acceleration is executed
with proper, restrained control; when the strength of
bone and flesh has been so thoroughly trained that every
movement is in such agreement with the rhythm of the
drums, bells, and ensemble that there is never an awkward or wayward motion; and when these, through constant practice, are combined into an ideal that is realized
again and again.” See Knoblock (trans.), “Discourse on
Music,” in Xunzi, 85.
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these ways of orthographically synthesizing body
notion of the soma corresponds so beautifully
and mind have the further difficulty of prioritizwith the notion of shenti in rejecting the dualism
ing one of the terms in some way: why “bodyof mind and body, along with related divisions
mind,” and not “mind-body”? Does being antebetween thinking and feeling, knowing and actcedent mean being more basic or essential? Such
ing, inner character and outer expression.33
terminological issues (along with others) led me
If contemporary thinkers in the People’s Reto introduce the term “somaesthet ics” for the
public of China have been extremely receptive to
research field in which I worked.
somaesthetics, this is not only because of its link
The term “soma” (deto classical Confucianism,
rived from the Greek
An aesthetic appreciation of but also because of its
word for “body”) was unconvergence with Marxsocial
harmonies
should
familiar enough to be
ian ideas.34 Chinese theoused to capture the self’s always be alert to discordant
rists appreciate somaespurposive unity of emthetics as a naturalistic,
voices that are being
bodied mind and mindful
materialist,
action-orimuffled or excluded from
body without the dualistic
ented philosophy of huthe mix.
connotations of body and
man nature (like Marxmind, or the negative
ism), in contrast to the
connotations of “flesh,” or the limiting sense of
dominant idealist tradition of Western philososubjective interiority of the German philosophiphy. They likewise appreciate somaesthetics’ emcal notion of Leib.32
phasis on (pragmatist-inspired) meliorism and
Having embraced the term “soma” to detransformative praxis, along with its appreciation
velop the idea of somaesthetics, I was happy to
of popular culture. Though I initially was surfind that contemporary Chinese had a similar
prised to see my aesthetic theories connected
non-dualistic expression of sentient embodiwith Marx’s philosophy, I immediately realized
that this reflects a broader convergence between
ment, 身体 (shenti), whose initial character, in
Dewey’s democratic, socially-sensitive pragmaclassical times, indicated embodied self and was
tism and some of Marx’s philosophical perspecemployed in key moral concepts such as self-cultives and democratic ideals.
tivation (修身 xiu shen), implying cultured selfIn recent years, however, several Chinese
hood requires also somatic practices and somatic
scholars
have also remarked that the spirit of my
expression of refinement. If somaesthetics has
somaesthetic
thinking is perhaps just as close, if
been so successful in China, it is because its
For the diverse reasons I chose the term “soma” over
other terms, see Richard Shusterman, Thinking through the
Body: Essays in Somaesthetics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 5-8. For my detailed views on the relationship between somaesthetics and the complex German notion of Leib, see Richard Shusterman, “Soma and
Psyche,” Journal of Speculative Philosophy 24, no. 3 (2011):
205-223.
33 This remarkable affinity compensates for the problem
that the Chinese term for “aesthetics” (美学 meixue) literally denotes the study (or science) of beauty rather than
the broader domain conveyed by the word “aesthetic” as
32

deriving from the Greek word for sensory perception
(aisthesis).
34 See, for instance, the symposium on “Richard Shusterman’s Somaesthetics” in Frontiers of Philosophy in China 10,
no 2 (2015): 163-211, and Zhang Baogui, “The Possibility
of Life as Art : A Comparative Study between Marx and
Shusterman,” in International Aesthetics, 29 (2018).
张宝贵, 生活成为艺术的可能性——马克思与舒斯
特曼⽣活美学思想之⽐照, 《外国美学》第 29 辑,
2018.
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not even closer, to Daoism than it is to Confucianism or Marxism. My style, they say, displays
much more freedom, wandering, and nonconformity than is expected from a Confucian
thinker. I have been labelled a “nomadic philosopher” because my philosophical trajectory has
wandered from analytic philosophy to French
and German philosophy to pragmatism and
East-Asian thought, as my academic life has led
me to experience those different cultures.35
Such wandering—which implies a breaking
free from local ties and conventional social duties—is reminiscent of a Daoist spirit. Moreover,
rather than concentrating on the high Confucian
arts (especially music and poetry), my somaesthetics strongly advocates the practice of non-artistic bodily training disciplines very much the
way Daoism emphasizes non-artistic somatic
techniques such as deep breathing exercises, varieties of calisthenics, and even special sexual
techniques.
Finally, if my faith in the spiritual power of
somaesthetics was nurtured by my experience in
Japan of Zen seated meditation (zazen), then
Daoism insists on the similar seated meditative
technique of zuo wang (坐忘), whose somatic dimension is underlined by its alteration of the
body’s normal functions. Consider its description in the Zhuangzi, chapter 6:
I let organs and members drop away, dismiss
eyesight and hearing, part from the body and expel knowledge, and go along with the universal
thoroughfare. This is what I mean by “just sit
and forget.”36
See, for example, Roger-Pol Droit’s article in France’s
weekly newsmagazine Le Point: “Richard Shusterman:
Philosophe Nomade,” Le Point 1839 (13 December
2007): 88-89.
36 A.C. Graham, Chuang-tzu, The Seven Inner Chapters and
other writings from the book Chuang-tzu (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1981), 92.
37 Apart from Thinking through the Body, this theme is
treated in Richard Shusterman, “Spontaneity and
35
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Like Confucianism, then, Daoism, emphasizes
somatic cultivation, or xiu shen, even if it interprets it largely in terms of shou shen (protecting
the body), yang sheng (nurturing life), and of related disciplines of somaesthetic training that are
more ascetic than artistic.
In Thinking through the Body I go more deeply
into classical Daoist philosophy and other Daoist-inspired texts to develop two important
themes of my current research, which I mention
but cannot discuss here. One theme is the complex relationship between spontaneous action
and reflective consciousness in skilled, successful performance. Daoist texts emphasize spontaneity (ziran), but a close examination of the
Zhuangzi and the Liezi will reveal that critical or
reflective body awareness is also sometimes necessary for successful action and does not always
and necessarily inhibit smooth performance.37
The second important Daoist theme in my
current research concerns the somaesthetics of
lovemaking. Here the Daoist-inspired texts that
constitute the genre of fang-zhong shu offer many
interesting insights, but are easily misunderstood. Michel Foucault gravely misinterpreted
them as aiming primarily at pleasure rather than
health.38
The Daoist current in somaesthetics finds
perhaps its most distinctive expression in my recent book, The Adventures of the Man in Gold, not
only through its fictional narrative form, its mysterious protagonist, ethereal atmosphere, and
Daoist themes, but also through its frequent
quotations from the Dao de Jing, the only philosophical work cited in the text. The book, as an
Reflection: The Dao of Somaesthetics,” in Ming Dong
Gu (ed.), Why Traditional Chinese Philosophy Still Matters
(London: Routledge, 2018), 133-144.
38 Besides Thinking Through the Body, see Richard Shusterman, “Sex and Somaesthetics: Appreciating the Chinese
Difference,” in James Behuniak (ed.), Appreciating the Chinese Difference: Engaging Roger T. Ames on Methods, Issues, and
Roles (Albany: SUNY Press,2018), 91-110.
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illustrated work of philosophical fiction, has the
educational goal of making somaesthetic ideas
more accessible by packaging them in a form
that will attract readers outside the academy—
without precluding a useful academic reception.39
Richard Shusterman is the Dorothy F. Schmidt Eminent
Scholar in the Humanities at Florida Atlantic University. Educated at Jerusalem and Oxford, he was chair of
the Temple University Philosophy Department before
coming to FAU in 2005. He has held academic appointments in Paris, Berlin, and Hiroshima and was awarded
senior research Fulbright and NEH fellowships. His
widely translated research covers many topics in the human and social sciences with particular emphasis on questions of philosophy, aesthetics, culture, language, identity,
and embodiment. Authored books include T.S. Eliot
and the Philosophy of Criticism (Columbia), Practicing
Philosophy (Routledge), Performing Live (Cornell), Surface and Depth (Cornell), Pragmatist Aesthetics (Blackwell, 2nd ed. Rowman & Littlefield, and translated into
12 languages), and most recently Body Consciousness (Cambridge). His non-technical essays have been
published in the Nation and the Chronicle of Higher
Education and in various art reviews and catalogues,
such as artpress and Dokumenta. He directs the FAU
Center for Body, Mind, and Culture.

Richard Shusterman, The Adventures of the Man in
Gold/Les Aventures de l’homme en or (New York: Hachette,
2017). The book’s Chinese translation, translated by Professor Lu Yang of Fudan University, will soon be
39

published. For philosophical discussions of the book, see
http://www.fau.edu/artsandletters/humanitieschair/books/man-in-gold/man-in-gold-reviews/.
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“Bodyheartminding” (Xin
心): Reconceiving the
Inner Self and the Outer
World in the Language of
Holographic Focus and
Field
1

Roger T. Ames

In Body Consciousness: A Philosophy of Mindfulness
and Somaesthetics, Richard Shusterman further
expands upon a professional oeuvre in which
his exploration of the phenomenon of somaticity has affected nothing less than a somatic turn
in the contemporary Western philosophical narrative. But his contribution does not end there.
Over the past two decades, the reach and influence of somaesthetics has been extended to
the shores of China to become a theme engaged
by scholars of China’s indigenous philosophical
Originally published in Frontiers of Philosophy in China 10,
no. 2 (2015): 167–180.
2 Most of Shusterman’s most prominent monographs
now have Chinese language translations and publications:
Pragmatist Aesthetics: Living Beauty, Rethinking Art (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1992), 实用主义美学: 生活之美, 艺术之思,
1

trans. Peng Feng 彭鋒 (Beijing: The Commercial Press,
2002); Practicing Philosophy: Pragmatism and the Philosophical
Life (New York: Routledge, 1997), 哲 学 实 践, trans.
Peng Feng 彭 鋒 (Beijing: Peking University Press, 2002);
Performing Live: Aesthetic Alternatives for the Ends of Art (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2000), 生活即审美——审
美经验和生活艺术, trans. Peng Feng 彭鋒 (Beijing: Peking University Press, 2007); Surface and Depth: Dialectics of
Criticism and Culture (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
2002), 表面与深度:批评与文化的辩证法, trans. Li
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traditions, thus establishing a platform for a further edifying conversation between the Chinese
and Western philosophical traditions.2 Indeed, it
is this conversation as it has been inspired by
Shusterman’s work that I propose to join in this
short essay.
In Body Consciousness, Shusterman tells the
story of how John Dewey advances the pragmatic project of not only understanding the
body, but, indeed, of applying the Alexander
Technique as his way of using his own body
properly.3 Dewey has been a prominent resource
for Shusterman in his development of somaesthetics, and for Dewey, in turn, William James’s
Principles of Psychology was a self-confessed inspiration for the development of his own evolving
interpretation of pragmatism.4
Indeed, one way of reading Dewey’s philosophical career and his thirty-seven-volume opus
is that it is a sustained effort to take the radical
“stream-of-consciousness” insights developed
in James’s Principles to their logical, systematic
conclusion. In pursuing this project, Dewey is at
times impatient with James’s dualistic lapses—in
which he continues to separate individuals from
community, mind from body, emotions from
Luning (Beijing: Peking University Press, 2014); Body Consciousness: A Philosophy of Mindfulness and Somaesthetics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 身体意识与
身体美学, trans. Cheng Xiangzhan (Beijing: The Commercial Press, 2011).
3 Shusterman expresses some bemusement at Dewey’s ardent and uncritical advocacy of F.M. Alexander’s approach to somatic consciousness, entailing as it does an
inflated dependence upon a narrow sense of rational control while at the same time eschewing the importance of
scientific scrutiny and experimentation.
4 Shusterman cites Dewey’s daughter, Jane M. Dewey,
who states with Dewey’s approval that ”William James’s
Principles of Psychology was much the greatest single influence in changing the direction of Dewey’s philosophical
thinking.” See Jane M. Dewey, “Biography of John
Dewey,” in The Philosophy of John Dewey, edited by Paul A.
Schilpp & Lewis E. Hahn (Chicago: Northwestern University Press, 1939), 3−45.
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intellect, agents from actions, and theory from
practice. These unfortunate reversions to old
ways of thinking serve only to confound James’s
holistic doctrines of pure experience and radical
empiricism. Given Dewey’s own postulate of
immediate and continuous empiricism, one way
we have of tracking his journey from having
been inspired by James’s biological naturalism to
achieving his own philosophical coherence is to
register his unrelenting aversion to dualism in
any form.

27

By way of contrast, in the correlative vocabulary of Chinese process cosmology, expressions
such as yinyang (陰陽), tianren (天人), and zhixing
(知 行), primacy is given to vital relationality as
concrete pattern rather than abstract relation,
and the continuity such patterns entails. It is not
putting two things together that is referenced
with these binomials, but the deepening of the
horizon of constitutive, internal relationships
that transforms the two aspects qualitatively into

One way of reading Dewey’s philosophical career and his thirtyseven-volume opus is that it is a sustained effort to take the radical
“stream-of-consciousness” insights developed in James’s
Principles to their logical, systematic conclusion.
But Dewey himself was not always consistent in this respect. Shusterman gives an account of the early neo-Hegelian Dewey, who, affirming the familiar transcendent conception of
soul we associate with idealism, not surprisingly
embraces a clear soul and body dualism. And in
spite of the philosophically mature Dewey’s best
efforts to think “process,” he has no choice but
to use a language and a grammar freighted with
substance ontology that resists his more holistic
insights.
On occasion, even while trying to remain
consistent in his thinking, Dewey seems to fall
victim to terminology that, if not dualistic, is, at
best, equivocal. Dewey’s struggle against this
problem of equivocation is particularly apparent
in some of the language he appeals to in attempting to put the humpty-dumpty of mind and body
together again. In his effort to register the irreducible continuity and inseparability of the nonanalytic, aspectual abstractions we call body and
mind—the ontological givenness or “hadness”
of “bodyminding”—Dewey still, at times, invokes terms such as “combination,” “integration,” “unity,” and so on, that take as their suppressed premise “two things becoming one.”

harmonics (he 和) for yinyang, sagacity (sheng 聖)
for tianren, and acting wisely (zhi 智) for zhixing.
In each instance, the two aspects themselves
are simply conceptual abstractions from a complex relational process. The proper and effective
measure (du 度) sought in this Confucian cosmology is not more or less of two distinct
things—taking mind and body as our example—
but rather a qualitative and transformative
change that occurs within the constitutive relationships themselves.
Certainly, Shusterman has Dewey right when
he characterizes his “body-mind unity” in the
following terms:
In the forward-looking, melioristic spirit of pragmatism, Dewey sees body-mind unity less as an
ontological given in which we can smugly rest
than as a desired, progressive goal of dynamic,
harmonious function that we should continually
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strive to attain. As with the unity of habit, “integration is an achievement rather than a datum.”5

The inconsistency that seems to emerge between
Dewey’s assumption, on the one hand, of an ontological continuity between “mind” and
“body,” and the problem of having to use an analytic language of discreteness and integration,
on the other, is not lost on Dewey himself. He
struggles to find a vocabulary to express the
qualitative transformation of experience that can
be achieved by invoking the “three levels” of the
physical, the psycho-physical, and the mental.
Shusterman summarizes Dewey’s position in
the following language:
The “psycho-physical” is not a special substance
that opposes the physical … Instead it signifies
the emergence of a more complex level of organization of physical materials and energies
through which the organism generates purposive
efforts to achieve the satisfaction of its survival
needs … Mind, in Dewey’s view, is a still higher
level of organization that emerges from psychophysical experience only when language comes
into play … Mind remains in the realm of natural
events, but Dewey’s linguistic requirement for
mind also places it squarely in the realm of culture. No inconsistency is involved in this double
status. Just as mind is not opposed to but is rather an emergent expression of the human body,
so culture is not the contradiction of nature but
rather its fulfillment and reshaping.6

Dewey, in proposing these three distinct levels,
can be misread as ascribing a baser and prior
Richard Shusterman, Body Consciousness: A Philosophy of
Mindfulness and Somaesthetics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 185.
6 Shusterman, Body Consciousness, 186.
7 Kwong-loi Shun has made much of this asymmetry:
there is a trend in comparative studies to approach Chinese thought from a Western philosophical perspective,
by reference to frameworks, concepts, or issues found in
Western philosophical discussions. This trend is seen not
5
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status to the physical as the erstwhile source of
the mental, and a means/end relationship between the physical, on the one hand, and the
mental/cultural, on the other. Where body,
mind, and culture should be treated as merely explanatory categories that allow for qualitative, aspectual distinctions, these terms, for Dewey,
seem at times to take on an analytic—even distinctly ontological—character.
Let me be clear. I am sure that Dewey and,
usually, James too, are trying to give expression
to the wholeness of the body, mind, and cultural
experience and its variable qualitative attainments. But do they have the language available
to them that would facilitate consistency in such
expression? And might process cosmology as
the ambient interpretive context for Confucian
philosophy provide us with an alternative correlative language for getting past this problem of a
lingering dualism?
What I propose to do here is to try to turn
the tables on a profound asymmetry that continues to plague our best attempts to make responsible comparisons between the Chinese and
Western philosophical narratives.7 To state the
problem simply: we have been given to relentlessly theorizing the Chinese tradition according
to our Western philosophical assumptions,
shoehorning Chinese concepts into categories
that are not its own.
We are given to pondering: “Is Mohist utilitarianism agent-neutral or agent-relative?” but it
would not occur to us to ask if John Stuart Mill
is a Mohist.

only in works published in the English language, but also
in those published in Chinese. Conversely, in the contemporary literature, we rarely find attempts to approach
Western philosophical thought by reference to frameworks, concepts, or issues found in Chinese philosophical discussions. See Kwong-loi Shun, “Studying Confucian and Comparative Ethics: Methodological Reflections,” Journal of Chinese Philosophy 36, no. 3 (2009):
455−78.
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Again, we are given to inquiring: “Is ConfuWhat I will try to do first is to refocus Dewey’s
cian ethics an Aristotelian aretaic ethic or a
explanation of the relationship between mind
Humean-inspired sentimentalist ethic?” But it
and body through the lens of a process Confuwould not occur to us to ask if Aristotle, and
cian cosmology. And then, to make the case for
Hume too, are Confucians.
James and Dewey, I will return to the radical, imThis problem is as true of contemporary
agistic language they invoke to try and make the
Chinese, Japanese, and Korean
argument that this procesWe have been given
intellectuals as it is of their Westsual, holistic understanding
ern counterparts—speaking as
of “bodyminding” is in
to relentlessly
they do a vernacular language
fact what they were trying to
theorizing the
transformed by its encounter
say all along.
Chinese tradition
with the cultural imperialism of
The resolutely correlative
a dominating Western moderlanguage
of Confucian cosaccording to our
nity, and thus deploying a largely
mology can perhaps offer a
Western
Western conceptual structure
way forward in reconceiving
philosophical
even while speaking their own
what is being expressed as
Chinese, Japanese, and Korean
the conjunction, combinaassumptions.
languages.8
tion, and production of erstI want to invoke the language of classical
while separate things—body, mind. and culConfucian philosophy to think through Dewey’s
ture—to be in fact a qualitative transformation
best efforts to escape the mind-body and naturein the relational dynamics of a complexly inclunurture dualisms—that is, to offer an alternative
sive yet continuous experience. Said another
vocabulary that might lend further clarity to
way, Confucian cosmology offers a gestalt shift
Dewey’s revolutionary insights by appealing to
from perceiving discrete “things” defined by a
the processual categories of Chinese cosmology.
doctrine of external relations to living in
5 During the second half of the nineteenth and first
part of the twentieth century, Japanese and then Chinese
and Korean intellectuals, at once enamored of, and overwhelmed by, Western modernity, created a sinitic vocabulary to appropriate and give voice to the conceptual and
theoretical language of Western academic culture. In
thinking through modern Chinese literature, Lydia H. Liu
(劉禾) probes the “discursive construct of the Chinese
modern:”
I am fascinated by what has happened to the modern Chinese language, especially the written form,
since its early exposure to English, modern Japanese,
and other foreign languages . . . The true object of
my theoretical interest is the legitimation of the
“modern” and the “West” in Chinese literary discourse as well as the ambivalence of Chinese agency
in these mediated processes of legitimation. (See
Lydia H. Liu, Translingual Practice: Literature, National
Culture, and Translated Modernity—China, 1900–1937
8

(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1995), xvi–
xviii.)
Pointedly alluding to Foucault’s concern of the role of
power relations and authority in the process of cultural
translation, Liu cites Talal Asad as offering certainly an
apposite critique of the British ethnographic tradition,
but also a critique that has relevance to cultural translation broadly:
To put it crudely, because the languages of the Third
World societies—including of course, the societies
that social anthropologists have traditionally studied—are “weaker” in relation to Western languages
(and today, especially to English), they are more
likely to submit to forcible transformation in the
translation process than the other way around. The
reason for this is, first, that in their political-economic relations with Third World countries, Western nations have the greater ability to manipulate the
latter. And, second, Western languages produce and
deploy desired knowledge more readily than Third
World languages do. (Liu, Translingual Practice, 3.)
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continuous “events” defined in terms of intrinsic, constitutive relations. Specifically, xin (心) in
this cosmology— frequently translated as
“heart-and-mind” or simply as “heartmind,” but
better understood as an evolving process of
“bodyheartminding”—is a continuous, gerundive event rather than a conjoining of nominative things that can be separated as body, heart,
and mind; it is a qualitative disclosure of a continuous, holistic experience rather than the integration of disparate things. Xin is at once body,
heart, and mind—an existentially and somatically experienced process of thoughtful feeling—that is profoundly normative as well as descriptive.
To begin, as we must, from a doctrine of internal relations, we might cite Peter Hershock,
who offers a rather straightforward and uncontested account of these internal, constitutive relations in diagnosing the persistent problem that
we have in seeing the world as being comprised
of discrete “things:”
Autonomous subjects and objects are, finally,
only artifacts of abstraction ... What we refer to
as “things”—whether mountains, human beings,
or complex phenomena like histories—are
simply the experienced results of having established relatively constant horizons of value or
relevance (“things”). They are not, as common
sense insists, natural occurring realities or
[things]. Indeed, what we take to be objects existing independently of ourselves are, in actuality,
simply a function of habitual patterns of relationships.9

Hershock offers us an intellectual cure that allows us to see “through the conceit that relations
are second-order realities contingent upon preexisting actors.”

Peter D. Hershock, Buddhism in the Public Sphere: Reorienting Global Interdependence (New York: Routledge, 2006),
140.
9
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A doctrine of constitutive relations requires
a different common sense: ”This amounts to an
ontological gestalt shift from taking independent
and dependent actors to be first order realities
and relations among them as second order, to
seeing relationality as first order (or ultimate) reality and all individual actors as (conventionally)
abstracted or derived from them.”10
In classical Chinese cosmology, the animating, transforming qi (氣) begins from a doctrine
of internal relations, and was conceptualized in
terms of what in modern parlance we might call
a “vital energy field.” This field is not only pervasive as a condition of all things, but is also the
medium through which all things are constituted. There is neither qi without form nor form
without qi. Indeed, “form” and “animating qi”
are two nonanalytic aspects of the same transforming reality, where “transitivity” and “form”
are both implicit ways of understanding the
transformative process. By nonanalytic, I mean
that form and animation are simply two ways of
looking at the same phenomenon, and that they
are separable only by foregrounding one as opposed to the other. As such, “animating qi” and
the various ways of saying “forming” or “constructing” are an explanatory rather than an ontological vocabulary. That is, we need both terms
to give an account of what we experience.
One consequence of this unwillingness in
the tradition to separate time from matter is that
there is no warrant, in Aristotle’s language, to
distinguish an active, efficient cause from a passive, material cause. In fact, expressions such as
ziran (自然) and tiandi (天地), conventionally
translated “nature” and “the world” do not
simply refer to a world or the world; they refer
to an active, ongoing, autogenerative process as
experienced from within it: what Tang Junyi has
called “world as such.”
10

Hershock, Buddhism in the Public Sphere, 147.
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A corollary to this notion of “invigorated
world-ing” is the absence of any final boundary
between the sentient and insentient, animate and
inanimate, living and lifeless. It is a commonplace in classical Western interpretations of the
vital and spiritual character of things to appeal to
a physical and spiritual dichotomy, assuming that
the animating principle is distinguishable from
the things it animates. But with respect to the
notion of qi, there are no separable things to be
animated. There is only the field of qi and its
many animated focal manifestations. “Things”
are simply persistent yet transitory perturbations
of energy subject to the relentless process of
flux, and ultimately of transformation. Qi cosmology is thus “hylozoistic”: that is, life and matter are inseparable aspects of the same reality,
two ways of looking at the same thing.
Qi as energizing field is expressed as the
unique and always changing foci of everything
that constitutes our experience. The resolute
uniqueness of these always situated “things”—
this “myriad of phenomena (wanwu 萬 物)”—
precludes the existence of forms or ideas or categories or principles or inviolate species that
would provide a basis for “natural kinds.” Thus,
things are individuated in the field of qi by analogy. Marcel Granet puts it this way:
Instead of observing successions of phenomena,
the Chinese registered alternations of aspects. If
two aspects seemed to them to be connected, it
was not by means of a cause and effect relationship, but rather “paired” like the obverse and reverse of something, or to use a metaphor from
the Book of Changes, like echo and sound, or
shadow and light.11

Discriminations are made in terms of observed
and conventionalized classifications associated
Marcel Granet, La Pensée Chinoise (Paris: Editions Albin Michel, 1934), 329.
11
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with diurnal and seasonal changes, directions,
deities, colors, tastes, sounds, numbers, smells,
body parts, and so forth.
Such discriminations, far from being final or
causal in any sense, are described by Joseph
Needham as processive and diffusive, “patterns
simultaneously appearing in a vast field of force,
the dynamic structure of which we do not yet
understand.”12 As Needham goes on to report, it
is the aggregation of these productive correlations or associations that enables us to act effectively: “The sum of wisdom consisted in adding
to the number of intuited analogical correspondences in the repertory of correlations.”13
We might appeal to the pervasive use of xin
that, as a commonplace, is understood to resist
any analytic separation between the cognitive
and affective as a way of further exploring what
is also a holographic continuity between the
physical and the intellectual—between mind and
body. Body and mind thus understood are aspectual abstractions from a complex event in
which, as continuities among the contents of the
life of any particular person are brought into
fuller resolution, the lived experience of this person achieves a heightening qualitative transformation. In achieving this commitment and resolve, persons become focal sources of meaning
within their unbounded fields. In the Confucian
vocabulary, they achieve a consummatory (ren
仁) and exemplary (junzi 君 子) quality in their
lived narratives.
The focus-field notion of person assumed in
this cosmology stands in stark contrast to a metaphysical realist conception of an inner, private
domain and a shared outer world. It begins from
this doctrine of internal, constitutive relations
and requires a fundamentally different understanding of persons in which their particular
identities and the unsummed totality—their
Joseph Needham, Science and Civilisation, Vol. II (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1956), 291.
13 Needham, Science and Civilisation, 290.
12
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foregrounded focus and its field—are two holographic and thus mutually entailing ways of perceiving the same phenomenon. Just as each
played note in a symphony has implicated within
it the entire performance, so each focal event has
implicated within it its entire field. Indeed, to
grasp this holographic understanding of xin the
following, oft-cited passage from the Mencius
that calls into question the distinction between
an inner self and an outer world might require a
more literal reading than it usually receives:
7A4: 孟 子 曰 ： 萬 物 皆 備 於 我 矣 。 Mengzi
said, “The myriad happenings of the world are
all implicated here in me.”

Corollary to the reconceiving of this inner-outer
dynamic as a vital, nonanalytic continuity of bodyheartminding is an alternative reading of the full
range of such dualistic distinctions—subjective
and objective, self and other, agent and action,
the cognitive and the affective, nature and nurture, and so on.
In order to make sense of this Mencian
claim—”the myriad happenings of the world are
all implicated here in me”—we will need an alternative to our common sense understanding of
the inner and outer as two separate domains. We
must clarify the background cosmological assumptions about the processive nature and the
radical contextuality of the human experience,
and about the perceived relationship between
particular persons and their experienced world.
In this effort, we might want to attempt to recover the way in which the Mencian notion of
xin is understood within this early cosmology.
Most obviously, as noted above, it is a commonplace that xin does the work of both cognizing and feeling in a life experience that includes
both felt thoughts and cognitively informed feelings. Similarly, there is no strict dichotomy
Judith Farquhar, Knowing Practice: The Clinical Encounter of
Chinese Medicine (Boulder: Westview, 1934), 34.
14
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between intellection and sensation, between
body and mind, between structure and function,
between thinking and doing, between center and
context, between nature and culture. These aspectual distinctions are nonanalytic and mutually
entailing; they do not serve to separate and isolate different components within bodyheartminding nor fragment the activities that are defining of it.
Taking our cue from Chinese medicine as a
practical application of this cosmology, we have
to avoid the formalism that comes with a doctrine of external relations by acknowledging the
inseparability of physiology and anatomy, of
function and structure. Indeed, it is because traditional Chinese medicine has a dynamic, symbiotic understanding of the coterminous relationship between structure and function often captured in the expression “forming and functioning” (tiyong 體 用)—or perhaps more simply, as
“trans-form-ing”—that it can provide us with a
significantly different way of understanding the
myriad “things” that Mencius finds to be “all implicated here in me.” As medical anthropologist
Judith Farquhar observes in her attempt to make
sense of what we might call this Chinese qi cosmology: “Qi is both structural and functional, a
unification of material and temporal forms that
loses all coherence when reduced to one or the
other ‘aspect.’”14
Systemic physiological functions have parity
if not privilege over the more persistent, localized anatomical structures in traditional Chinese
medical sensibilities, requiring that explanations
be holistic and inclusive rather than being overly
specific and thus exclusive. These functions also
have an existential as well as a more objective
character. The term zhenmai (診 脈), for example, is certainly localized as “taking this pulse,”
but more importantly it is using one’s tactile
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Sustaining their bodyheartminding and nourishsensitivity to feel and interpret the visceral dying their natural tendencies is the way to do sernamics of the living body holistically, and as
vice to nature and culture (tian).15
such, has synoptic reference not only to the organism itself as experience from within, but also
The familiar dualistic separation of inner and
to the organic, lived relationship this organism
outer domains appeals to a doctrine of external
has with its external landscape. In “taking this
relations and brings with it a familiar exercise
pulse,” the medical practitioner is ultimately feelcalled “introspection,” where introspection is
ing the pulse of the living cosmos.
usually understood as turning from a normal
If we use the language of focus and field to
outward orientation to a reflective examination
give an account of “bodyheartminding,” it is first
of one’s own internal mental states and feelings.
and foremost the dynamic focus of a specific
Inspired by this Mencian
systemic center of thinking
understanding of “bodyMengzi said, “The myriad
and feeling that extends
howout radially as a physiologihappenings of the world are heartminding,”
ever,
we
might
want
to
cal, psychological, and soall
implicated
here
in
me.”
challenge
this
definition
ciological experience to the
of what takes place
furthest reaches of the unwhen
we
look
“inward”
by inventing an alternabounded cosmos as its contextualizing field. Intive term—”intra-spection.” Such a neologism
deed, xin is only derivatively and abstractly taken
would signal the fact that the process of “looking
to be the physical organ that then becomes metinto our own bodyheartminding” is at the same
onymic for a full complex of interactions and
time a looking outward into the quality of the
events, where this one focal aspect is isolated as
coalescence this “bodyheartminding” has
a symbol for the holistic and eventful funcachieved with its contextualizing world.
tions—both physical and psychic—that constiIndeed, such “intraspection” as a looking
tute a continuing human life.
“into”
the productive connectivity of our bodyWe might cite a second related passage in the
heartminding with the “outer” world is both inMencius that describes and advocates for the
ner and outer at the same time. The point is that
symbiotic and mutually entailing phases of makbodyheartminding is holographic, and indeed,
ing the most of our “bodyheartminding,” an efsince “everything is here in me,” in “making the
fort that in turn enables us to grow our initial
most of our bodyheartminding,” we are literally
conditions in family and community fully and to
bringing the entire cosmos into more meaningmake our own distinctive contribution to the reful focus and resolution from our own unique
alization of our cosmic context:
perspectives. And in so doing, we thus come to
function most productively and influentially in
7A1: 盡其心者知其性也。知其性則知天矣
our relations with what is happening in the world
。存其心養其性所以事天也。Those who
around us.
make the most of their “bodyheartminding”
We might recall the first Mencius passage
(xin) realize their natural tendencies (xing). And
cited
above, but now consider the whole passage
in realizing their natural tendencies they are realizing their natural and cultural context (tian).

It is because it is important to appreciate the performative and perlocutionary implications of zhi (知)—conventionally translated as “knowing”—that I have rendered it
15

here as “realizing” something in the sense of “making it
real” rather than simply “knowing” something cognitively.
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rather than just the first phrase. It again expresses this “inner-outer” focus-field dynamic:
7A4: 孟子曰：萬物皆備於我矣。反身而誠
，樂莫大焉。強恕而行，求仁莫近焉。
Mengzi said, “Is there any enjoyment greater
than, with the myriad happenings of the world
all implicated here in me, to turn personally inward and to thus find resolution with these happenings. Is there any way of seeking to become
consummate in my person more immediate than
making every effort to act empathetically by extending myself into the places of others.

Again in this passage we see that becoming consummate as a human being is holographic process, where the inner resolution of our connectivity with all of the happenings in the world and
the outer reach and influence we are to have on
other things are coterminous and mutually entailing.
There is a symbiosis between consolidating
our relations within the focus and thereby bringing these relations into clear and meaningful resolution (cheng 誠), on the one hand, and extending the field of relevance of this focal identity
outward by deferring to and producing meaning
in our expanding circle of personal relations (shu
恕). Sincerity and resolve as achieved in our relations “within” are manifested as consummate
conduct in our relations “without.” In this way,
not only are the myriad happenings of the world
implicated here in me, but more importantly,
they are made optimally meaningful by my capacity to give full resolution to my connectivity
with them in my own person.
Another way of getting at this more holistic
understanding of how our specific acts of conduct occur within an unbounded “field” of action might be to return to our pragmatists and
John Dewey, The Essential Dewey, Vol. 1, edited by Larry
A. Hickman & Thomas M. Alexander (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1998), 147.
16
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borrow some powerful images provided by
Dewey and James themselves. The first point
Dewey would make is that we need to abandon
our commonsense assumption that we live our
lives inside our skins and recognize the extent to
which life is “out there” in a way that is organic,
interactive, and fully collaborative with the
changing world:
The thing essential to bear in mind is that living
as an empirical affair is not something which
goes on below the skin-surface of an organism:
it is always an inclusive affair involving connection, interaction of what is within the organic
body and what lies outside in space and time, and
with higher organisms, far outside.16

On this basis, Dewey offers us a societal, dynamic, and interactive conception of how mind
itself comes into being, where it is “located” in
“the qualities of organic action,” and how it
functions as “a characteristic way of inter-activity.” This Deweyan conception of “mind” as a
dynamic, extended habitude resonates interestingly with the Mencian notion of a diffused yet
centered process of “bodyheartminding” as we
have described it above.
Domination by spatial considerations leads
some thinkers to ask where mind is.
accepting for the moment the standpoint of the
questioner (which ignores the locus of discourse,
institutions, and social arts), limiting the question
to the organic individual, we may say that the
“seat” or locus of mind—its static phase—is the
qualities of organic action, as far as these qualities have been conditioned by language and its
consequences. It is usual for those who are
posed by the question of “where” and who are
reluctant to answer that mind is “where” there is
a spaceless separate realm of existence, to fall
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back in general on the nervous system, and specifically upon the brain or its cortex as the “seat”
of the mind. But the organism is not just a structure; it is a characteristic way of inter-activity
which is not simultaneous, all at once, but serial.
It is a way impossible without structure for its
mechanism, but it differs from structure as walking differs from legs or breathing from lungs.17

Dewey’s point is that “mind” is both focused as
a locus of persistent habits and diffused as an
unbounded field of psychophysical activities being carried out in the world.
This participatory, eventful understanding of
mind can for Dewey be further clarified in the
idiomatic, non-doctrinal, and organismic way
that we use the word “soul:”
To say emphatically of a particular person that
he has soul or a great soul ... expresses the conviction that the man or woman in question has
in marked degree qualities of sensitive, rich and
coordinated participation in all situations of life
... To see the organism in nature ... they will be
seen to be in, not as marbles are in a box but as
events are in history, in a moving, growing never
finished process.18

that of internal structures; it is an integration of
organic-environmental connections. It may be a
mystery that there should be thinking but it is no
mystery that if there is thinking it should contain
in a “present” phase, affairs remote in space and
in time, even to geologic ages, future eclipses and
far away stellar systems. It is only a question of
how far what is “in” its actual experience is extricated and becomes focal.19

In A Pluralistic Universe, William James uses a
phenomenology of consciousness to reflect on
and to give vivid expression to what he calls “the
pulse of inner life,” a pulsation that, in being
both holistic and specific at the same time, requires that we abandon any notion of “inner”
and “outer” as exclusive domains. As we did
with the Mencian notion of xin, we must reconceive the relationship between inner and outer in
focus-field, holographic terms where they are
simply two ways of foregrounding and emphasizing different aspects of the same phenomenon:
Feeling, however dimly and subconsciously, all
these things, your pulse of inner life is continuous with them, belongs to them and they to it ...
The real units of our immediately felt life are unlike the units that intellectualist logic holds to and
makes its calculations with. They are not separate
from their own others, and you have to take
them at widely separated dates to find any two of
them that seem unblent ... my present field of
consciousness is a centre surrounded by a fringe
that shades insensibly into a subconscious more
... Which part of it properly is in my consciousness, which out? If I name what is out, it already
has come in. The centre works in one way while
the margins work in another, and presently overpower the centre and are central themselves.
What we conceptually identify ourselves with
and say we are thinking of at any time is the centre; but our full self is the whole field, with all

And Dewey provides an image that illustrates
how the holographic focus of our habitual behaviors in having both “everything” and “all the
time” as their penumbra is thus a construal of
the synchronic and diachronic totality from one
particular perspective:
We find also in all these higher organisms that
what is done is conditioned by consequences of
prior activities; we find the fact of learning or
habit-formation ... Thus an environment both
extensive and enduring is immediately implicated
in present behavior. Operatively speaking, the
remote and the past are “in” behavior making it
what it is. The action called “organic” is not just
17
18

Dewey, The Essential Dewey, 151.
Dewey, The Essential Dewey, 152.

19

Dewey, The Essential Dewey, 146–47.
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those indefinitely radiating subconscious possibilities of increase.20

If we want to invoke Chinese cosmological language to restate what Dewey and James are saying here, it would be to recognize that dao (道) is
the unbounded field of experience always construed from one perspective as opposed to another, and de (德) is the insistent particular that
construes the field of experience from this perspective or that.
In other words, dao as the continuous field
of experience and the unsummed totality of de,
as “everything that is happening” (wanwu 萬 物,
or wanyou 萬 有) are simply two ways of expressing the same phenomenon save with a different
emphasis on either the continuity of, or the multiplicity, perspectivity, and particularity in, the
content of experience. Every unique “thing” or
event has implicated within it the continuous totality of all things, and the totality of all things is
always construed from some particular insistent
perspective.
When we are able to achieve resolve—that
is, commitment and focus in our own lives—we
are best able to transform the full content of our
experience in its most meaningful way. We are
able to achieve the holistic “somaesthetic consciousness” Shusterman has argued for as “the
living, feeling, sentient, purposive body” that
makes “body consciousness” nothing less than a
cosmic source of meaning.21
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earlier translation of Sun-Tzu: The Art of Warfare is recognized as a landmark of contemporary Chinese military and philosophical studies.
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The Case for PhysicalSports Training as
Aesthetic Education
Tung-Yi Kho1
The Chinese University of Hong Kong

This paper draws upon ethnographic research
to examine physical training—or sport—and its
implications for education. By education, which
etymologically derives from the Latin, educare, I
am invoking the notion of personal edification.
Therefore, I conceive of education as a process
whereby the person involved undergoes and experiences growth and development in a physical,
intellectual, as well as ethical and cultural sense.
Education as described here is therefore holistic,
being simultaneously intellectual, somatic,
moral, and aesthetic.
Because of the opportunity it provides for
whole-person development, cultivating mind,
body, and affective sociality (self-other relations), I submit that physical training is imbued
with significant educational potential. Put differently, physical training is necessarily an educational activity that is seldom recognized as such,
neither by those working in sport nor in education.
This paper therefore challenges common
understandings of both education and sport, domains that are typically demarcated from each
other. The separation of the intellectual from the
physical is in line with the tradition of the
1

I am grateful to Kyle Greenwalt and Joseph Harroff for
their comments on an early draft of this paper, and for
convening the John Dewey Society panel at the American
Philosophical Association, Eastern Division conference
in Philadelphia in January 2020 where it was then presented. I am also much indebted to my team of colleagues at Sport Management Group, Thailand –
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European Enlightenment, specifically, the mindbody dichotomy associated with Rene Descartes. To be sure, Descartes’ binary opposition
conceives of an exalted Reason that is sundered
from the Body, in turn spawning a model of education that is skewed towards the training of the
intellect, reason, and logos vis-à-vis the body, feeling, and eros.
The paper deploys ethnographic and autoethnographic data and draws from my observations of, and as participation in, various physical
training and sporting activities over the course of
a year. Although I am arguing for the educative
potential of all physical training activities, my references here will only be made in regard to the
training activities associated with tennis.
The activity of tennis training warrants special mention as I spent up to five days a week
during this period teaching it to children. My emphasis on tennis also derives from the fact that I
was a former national-level tennis player with a
brief professional career. Because of this experience, I maintain a special interest in the sport.
Nevertheless, I should reiterate the central argument that underlies this essay: all physical-sports
training activities have the potential to edify individuals and their communities. Physical training is thus educative.
Since this educative potential of sport has remained largely under-valued and under-explored
by sporting and educational fraternities alike—
praxis consonant with the separation of mind
and body that characterizes the dominant global
culture—the purpose of the present project is to
re-appraise and re-appreciate the educational nature of sports and, more generally, of physical
Rungnapa Surached, Chantra Urai, Anan Puakpiboon,
and Jakraphong Thongyai - for their ongoing collaboration and generous support for this research project. Finally, I would like to thank the promising young students
who actively participated in his tennis-training classes in
Sydney, Australia, in 2018-19. I am solely responsibility
for all errors in the paper.
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training.2 Specifically, my ethnographic research
seeks to document the social-ethical attributes
that tennis and physical training cultivate at the
personal and interpersonal level.
This essay begins with a discussion about
why our dominant practices of education are inadequate. Drawing upon my ethnographic research of the past year, I then offer how we
might move beyond these shortcomings of modern schooling and sport to improve both the
ways we learn and play.
I submit that physical training warrants the
attention of those who work in the fields of education and sport since there is considerable potential for fruitful cross-fertilization between
them. I discuss my use of sport and physical
training for the cultivation of somatic, intellectual, emotional, aesthetic and social awareness,
which I believe is consonant with the aims of a
successful holistic education. I conclude by signalling the direction of future work around this
topic.

The Putative Aims of Modern
Education
This section sets the context for the paper by
drawing attention to the shortcomings of the
preponderant practices of modern education.
These shortcomings are especially glaring in the
A caveat should be foregrounded regarding the use of
the terms, “sport” and “physical training.” Although
there is an important distinction to be drawn between the
two, with a meaningful difference residing in both their
aims and nature, I shall be bracketing these essential differences and using the two terms interchangeably in this
paper.
3 Science and Security Board, Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, It is 100 seconds to midnight: 2020 Doomsday Clock
Statement. (Illinois: Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists,
2020). https://thebulletin.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/2020-Doomsday-Clock-statement.pdf.
4 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, Global
Warming of 1.5 degree C. (Switzerland: IPCC, 2018).
2
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context of today’s overarching socio-politicaleconomic and ecological crises. In January 2020,
the Bulletin of Atomic Scientists set the Doomsday Clock—a symbol of the gravest perils confronting humankind, to a hundred seconds before midnight to indicate the very thin line that
separates us from catastrophe. This near-midnight setting of the Clock is unprecedented since
the organization’s 1947 founding, with the
threats posed by climate change and nuclear war
being identified as most imminent.3 4 On the political economic front, the world has seen the
neo-liberal project of globalization of roughly
the past four decades, and especially the Wall
Street-instigated financial crisis of 2008/09, result in staggering levels of social inequality on a
world-scale. 5 6 For instance, Oxfam reported in
2019 that the world’s richest 26 people owned as
much as 3.8 billion people - the poorest half of
humanity. Significantly, the number of billionaires has doubled and increased their wealth by
$2.5 billion a day in the last ten years since the
2008 financial crisis.7
Given this intersection of political economic, social, and ecological crises, we might ask
how our preponderant models of education and
sport are relevant to each other and to the general evolution of society. What do sport and education have to do, if anything, with such societal trajectories? Is it not common, after all, for
contemporary education to simply be regarded
Loewenstein, Antony, Profits of Doom: How Vulture Capitalism is Swallowing the World. (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 2013), and Tsing, Anna Lowenhaupt, Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection. (Princeton and
Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2005).
6 Mishra, Pankaj, Age of Anger: A History of the Present.
(New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2017).
7 Oxfam Briefing Paper, Public Good or Private Wealth. (Oxford: Oxfam, 2019). file:///F:/Publications/Sport%20Project/[Oxfam%202019%20Report]_Public-Good-or-Private-Wealth-Oxfam-ReportEmbargoed-0001GMT-21-Jan-2019.pdf
5
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as vocational training—the training for one’s fuis conceived of by producers and consumers
ture job? And is sport not often simply a means
with at least four goals in mind. These goals are
of play (and entertainment), a release from the
overlapping and are, in fact, sometimes contradrudgery of work?
dictory. These educational goals may be listed as
Owing to the ideology of individualism that
follows: personal development, civic integration,
disproportionately shapes the current neo-liberal
vocational training, and, finally, the fostering of
(and neo-conservative?) socio-political milieu in
critical thinking. Allow me to elaborate.
which we live, the individual has been exalted as
First, any educational enterprise must aim at
the fundamental unit of society
some form of personal develAll physical-sports opment. This seems to be conat the expense of more collectivist or communal visions. This
sistent with Dewey, who writes
training activities
has resulted in a trend towards
of it as “a fostering, a nurturing,
have the potential
the privatization of education, in
a cultivating process.”9 He adds,
to edify individuals “all of these words mean that it
which the latter has come to be
perceived as an exclusively indiimplies attention to the condiand their
vidual responsibility. In other
tions of growth. We also speak
communities.
words, education has become an
of rearing, raising, bringing
Physical training is up—words which express the
asset that allows individuals to
set themselves apart from the
difference of level which educathus educative.
field in the marketplace. Such a
tion aims to cover ... we speak
view militates against the notion of education as
of education as shaping, forming, molding activa more collectivist endeavour dedicated to the
ity.” 10 This conception of education is also afimprovement of group (social) life.
firmed by Whitehead’s observation that, “valuaNaturally, such developments have changed
ble intellectual development is self-developpopular perceptions of education, with the view
ment.”11
of it as a public good—a non-exclusive comThese ideas of education-as-personal develmons—gradually giving way to the widespread
opment also resonate cross-culturally and reach
acceptance of it today as a commodity, to be
back in time, not least to classical Confucian
bought and sold by individual economic agents
teachings. In the Fourth Book of The Expansive
in the marketplace. Indeed, such a development
Learning (daxue 大 学 ), for example, Zhu Xi
accounts for the phenomenon of education as
(1130-1200) writes:
the lucrative global business it is today, with the
world now rendered an educational marketplace
There is the important and incidental in things
composed of by knowledge-commodity producand a beginning and an end in what we do. It is
in realizing what should have priority that one
ers and consumers alike.8
gets to the proper way… From the emperor
Whether explicitly acknowledged or otherdown to the common folk, everything is rooted
wise, it seems reasonable to think that education
in personal cultivation. There can be no healthy

Sheila Slaughter and Gary Rhoades, Academic Capitalism
and the New Economy: Markets, State, and Higher Education
(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010),
and, Raewynn Connell, The Good University: What Universities Actually Do and Why It’s Time for Radical Change (Melbourne: Monash University Publishing, 2019).
8

John Dewey, Democracy and Education: An Introduction to
the Philosophy of Education (Aakar Books: Delhi, 2004): 11.
10 Dewey, Democracy and Education: 11.
11 Alfred North Whitehead, The Aims of Education and
Other Essays, (New York: The Macmillan Company,
1929): 1.
9
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canopy when the roots are not set, and it would
never do for priorities to be reversed between
what should be invested with importance and
what should be treated lightly. This is called
knowing the root; this is called the utmost wisdom.12

The notion that personal development should
form the foundational basis of any educational
endeavour thus appears well-established.
A second goal of modern education is civic
integration. This is the explicitly political goal of
producing citizens who identify with and are
committed to the progress of the nation. Corresponding with this objective, it is believed that
education should cultivate civic-minded citizens
capable of contributing to the social, economic,
political, and cultural improvement of the nation. Naturally, this would be a priority of national education ministries.
There would, nevertheless, be ambivalence
among some about civic integration. Particularly
among the ruling elites of a given society, it
would tend to be tolerated only insofar as it remains functionalist and maintains “business-asusual,” but would be opposed when disruptive
of the established order. For this reason, the
civic or democratic aims of education have historically tended to be partial at best, and disingenuous in the form of lip-service at worst. For
the ruling strata, particularly, it is a goal best limited to discourse or high-sounding rhetoric. I
shall return to this point below in our discussion
about education and critical thinking.
There is also a third important goal—the vocational training element—of education. This is
also closely and explicitly aligned with the educational objectives of nation- states and their
policy-makers, who conceive of the education
and schooling of individuals as being closely intertwined with the training of a workforce
Cited in Roger T. Ames. “Confucianism Deweyan and
Pragmatism: A Dialogue”, Tang Chun-I Visiting
12
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capable of contributing to the national economy
that is embedded within an inter-state system of
global capitalist relations.
Finally, education is also commonly associated with the desire to produce an informed
population equipped with critical thinking skills
enabling them to critique, reform, and improve
the nation’s social and political systems. Yet, as
with the aim of civic integration, critical thinking
is replete with political implications. Cultivating
an enlightened population would tend to be
viewed by ruling elites to be double-edged, if not
verily undesirable, since such an elevation of social consciousness could engender conditions
which ultimately undermine their dominant social standing. Accordingly, as with the educational goal of civic integration, society’s ruling
elites would tend to view critical thinking with
ambivalence, if not outright suspicion.
I have identified here several commonplace
goals of education. These goals can be seen to be
cutting across the different scales of our human
experience, occurring simultaneously at the levels of the individual and personal on the one
hand, and the collective and institutional on the
other. Although micro-level aims of education,
such as personal development and critical thinking, are often implied concurrently alongside
macro-level ones, we may note in most instances
of universal education around the world that
they are often subsumed by the more macrolevel, institutional concerns of political economy.
For example, since personal educational aims
such as the cultivation of critical thinking skills is
antagonistic to the institutional goal of producing a compliant workforce, the former aim tends
to be of a lower-level institutional priority than
the latter, often to the point of its disappearance.
It is typically felt, particularly by society’s ruling
elites, that the aims of personal development
Professor Lecture, The Chinese University of Hong
Kong, 10 January 2020.
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should be subordinated to what they consider
It is unsurprising, therefore, that students
“societal progress.” This is arguably because inand parents alike should conceive of a good edsofar as the ruling establishment is concerned,
ucation in similarly functionalist terms. A good
the more person-oriented educational goal of
education is simply one that bolsters an individcritical thinking has the potential to engender soual’s chances for economic success. Operating in
cial outcomes with “dangerous” political consesuch a commercially-and-capitalist driven culquences for them.
tural environment, educational institutions too
This discussion suggests that opinion about
have had to catch on. They have themselves
the aims of education would invariably differ,
evolved into business-like enterprises, if only to
subjected to the interests of class, politics, and
survive in an increasingly competitive marketeconomics that stratify our individual and collecplace.13
tive existence. Additionally, the emphasis given
We lack adequate space here to deal with the
to each of the educational goals mentioned
predicament of contemporary sport. Suffice it to
above would vary depending on whether the ensay, the commercialization of sport that has actity concerned is
companied its profesproviding an education
As with education, sports have sionalization has accelor receiving it. Again,
erated in our age of digbecome big business.
such a divergence of
ital media, resulting in
aims stems from the different motivations of the
sports markets that are global in scope and charvarious interest groups concerned. Hence, even
acter today.14 As with education, sports have bethough personal development would usually be
come big business. Accordingly, sporting sucan implied—if not explicit—goal of institutional
cess is today more than ever being measured in
educational providers, the latter tend to consider
terms of elite professional performance on the
it an individual attribute which ought to be subworld-stage, with the latter success translating
ordinated to society’s imperatives.
into unprecedented wealth for relevant stakeIndeed, because the idea and practice of uniholders, including sports-event managers, offiversal, compulsory education is associated hiscials, athletes, coaches etc. Owing to the profestorically with the modern age and the corresional and commercial developments of sport
sponding rise of the nation-state, most programs
and their subsequent dissemination through
of universal education (i.e. compulsory schoolglobal media, the expectations of elite-perforing) have been skewed towards the aspirations of
mance and commercially-driven sport have been
national development, most primary of which
normalized. Professional sport has furnished the
entails the accomplishment of economic develpreponderant popular cultural understanding
opment. Such an economistic orientation has
not only of how, but why, sport is played. While
given schooling—typically equated with educathis mediated, commercially-driven understandtion—a functionalist character, resulting in toing of sport has led to the exponential growth of
day’s predominant conception and practice of it
sports markets, it has also limited – if not,
as vocational training.
skewed - the imagination concerning the aims
and nature of sport.
Slaughter and Rhoades, Academic Capitalism and the New
Economy.
14 See S. Janaka Biyanwila, Sports and The Global South,
(London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018) and also, David M.
13

Carter, Money Games: Profiting from the Convergence of Sports
and Entertainment, (Stanford: Stanford Business Books,
2011).
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It is not uncommon to find, for example,
that beyond the intermediate-level, young athletes (and their parents) who continue in a sport
tend to measure their success in terms of competition performance, a standard duly set by
elite-level, professional sports. In line with this,
the typical goal of sports training is limited to accomplishing superior athletic performance and
to attaining sporting victory. Of course, this singular goal is internally consistent with the aims
of modern sport, to the neglect of much else, including its educative and pro-social attributes.
But this is perhaps unsurprising given the monopoly that elite professional and commercedriven conceptions of sport exercise over the
public imagination.
The global conundrum that sport encounters is thus analogous to that which education
finds itself. Whether in the sports-field or in the
classroom, the unrelenting pursuit of so-called
superior—competition-based—performance
has basically occurred to the exclusion of all
other considerations. This has resulted in an asocial outcome that is highly exclusive. Hence,
whether in the pursuit of academics or athletics,
the “winners” are feted while “losers” take the
hindmost. Meanwhile, economic markets govern educational and sporting activities in line
with such an exclusionary, competitive logic in
order to apportion their concomitant economic
spoils to their respective stakeholders.
Because such market-oriented mechanisms
dominate in the organization of education and
sport, holistic education and convivial play can
only be a wishful afterthought, to the detriment
of whole-person development. This predicament seems to resonate with Dewey’s observation that, “In many cases—too many cases—the

activity of the immature human being is simply
played upon to secure habits which are useful.
He is trained like an animal rather than educated
like a human being.”15

Dewey, Democracy and Education, 14.
Mishra, Age of Anger.
17 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, Global
Warming of 1.5 degree C. See also Bill McKibben, Falter:
Has the Human Game Begun to Play Itself Out?, (New York:

Henry Hold and Company: 2019) and Peter Wadhams, A
Farewell to Ice: A Report from the Arctic, (Oxford: Oxford
University Press: 2017).

15
16

Functionalist Education and
Civilizational Crises
While a functionalist and utilitarian conception
of education might suffice for the reproduction
of the prevailing socio-economic and political
system, its limitations have become apparent, as
noted above.
This is especially the case in the present,
when an enduring crisis of the capitalist economy has spawned severe structural unemployment and economic inequality, in turn, precipitating a widespread dissolution of community
and society, particularly in the West. 16 In the
meantime, as these social rifts have been deepening, an apparently irreversible, planetary-scale
ecological crisis has been unfolding. Significantly, this ecological crisis has called into question the sustainability not only of modern capitalist civilization, but of planetary life itself, with
the imminent climate changes projected to make
earth uninhabitable.17
In other words, as neo-liberal economic
globalization has proceeded apace over roughly
the past forty years, allowing profit-seeking and
cost-sensitive corporate employers to relocate
around the world at whim, the world’s labouring
populations, not generally endowed with either
the same privilege or facility of physical mobility,
have had to bear the costs of diminished wages,
tenuous employment, and job insecurity.
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It is also by virtue of such institutionalized,
pro-corporate global economic arrangements
that increasing segments of the population in the
so-called developed, post-industrial economies
of the West have been rendered superfluous by
the economic system, a predicament that has
been exacerbated following the 2007/08 financial crisis.18
Indeed, the “financialization” of the economic system appears to be the fundamental
cause for the shrinking “real” economy, leading
increasing numbers to eke out an existence under systemic conditions of chronic unemployment, under-employment, and under-remuneration, of which debt – in both personal and public
domains – has become the consequence. Hudson has described this finance-instigated outcome to be characterized by asset-price inflation
followed by debt-deflation. In other words, rising asset prices benefitting a creditor class which,
in turn, translates into the heavier debt-burdens
of a debtor-class. 19 As more of the latter’s income is used for debt-servicing, less is available
for spending on goods and services, leading to a
contraction of the real economy. Austerity is
necessarily imposed as more of an economy’s income is used to pay down debt. It is owing to
these financial dynamics that we see income and
wealth disparities reach their crisis proportions
today.
While a stagnant global macroeconomy presents a social crisis at the macro-level and a personal crisis at the micro-level, particularly when
populations are almost exclusively dependent
upon its vigour for a means of livelihood, there
are more daunting challenges yet. Unlike the
economy, which is a social institution that can

theoretically be made and unmade with the requisite collective will, the ecological laws that govern our natural planetary systems are immutable,
and we ignore them only at our peril.
Little wonder that we now face the prospect
of irreversible and abrupt climate change threatening to end not only modern capitalist civilization, but human life on Earth, with the sixth
mass extinction already underway.20 So drastic is
our ecological predicament that even the United
Nation’s Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC) has recently had to sound the
alarm, conceding that we only have about a decade—until 2030—to rein in atmospheric greenhouse-gas levels to restrict projected global
warming within the manageable bounds of an
average 1.5 degree Celsius global temperature increase.21
The 1.5 degree Celsius threshold is critical
since the failure to keep global warming increases within such a threshold will lead to cascading effects that will likely spell the end of
planet earth as our habitat.22 Despite such a dire
prognosis and the obvious emergency it signals,
there seems to be consensus among economic
and political elites that the business of capitalism-as-usual can and will continue.
And while political paralysis festers at an institutional level and ecological disaster looms,
this all seems to be reflected in and reproduced
by trends in contemporary education and sport,
especially in the manner that sporting and educational processes each serve to inculcate the
ethos of competitive individualism so necessary
for the perpetuation of capitalism.23

Mishra, Age of Anger.
Michael Hudson, Killing the Host: How Financial Parasites
and Debt Bondage Destroy the Global Economy, (Petrolia:
Counterpunch Books, 2015).
20 Gerardo Ceballos, Paul R Ehrlich, Anthony D Barnosky, Andres Garcia, Robert M Pringle and Todd M.
Palmer, “Accelerated modern human-induced species

losses: Entering the sixth mass extinction,” Science Advances, Vol.1, No. 5, (2015).
21 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, Global
Warming of 1.5 degree C.
22 McKibben, Falter.
23 Slaughter and Rhoades, Academic Capitalism and the New
Economy.
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Additionally, with each of these pursuits insulated from the larger societal context, the consequence is a certain institutionalized ignorance,
apathy, and incapacity that prevails across global
society. Hence, we appear either collectively unable to recognize the seriousness of the crises
that beset us, or if such recognition does exist,
are apathetic or unable to make the necessary adjustments to stop our acceleration towards the
precipice.
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in our inability to resolve them. The preponderant education system’s failure to equip us with
either the means to prevent or resolve contemporary crises is but surely an indictment of modern education. At the least, it can be said that
functionalist education deprives us of the capacity for critical self-reflection and understanding,
making it a challenge for us to recognize problems and to identify their causes, much less proffer viable solutions.

While political paralysis festers at an institutional level and
ecological disaster looms, this all seems to be reflected in and
reproduced by trends in contemporary education and sport,
especially in the manner that sporting and educational processes
each serve to inculcate the ethos of competitive individualism so
necessary for the perpetuation of capitalism.
It would be fair to say that the current crises
of socio-economy and ecology, and more, our
apparent helplessness in resolving them, is an indictment of our preponderant mode of education. This is a mode of education that is firmly
grounded on functionalist and utilitarian principles.
Indeed, the flourishing global educational industry would suggest that while our capacity to
generate knowledge is seemingly prolific and
without bounds, wisdom remains in thoroughly
short supply. Our formal educational systems
appear to have ceased being educative as a result
of their functionalist nature. This is not entirely
surprising. As Dewey has observed, social arrangements that are vitally social are educative
until they become “cast in a mold and run in a
routine way.”24
Moreover, our dominant education systems
are revealed to be inadequate not only in the ability of the abovesaid crises to manifest, but also
24
25

Dewey, Democracy and Education: 6.
Whitehead, The Aims of Education and Other Essays: 6.

A more holistic education would prepare the
student for the vicissitudes of life which, invariably, is an emergent process fraught with unknowns, ambiguities, and uncertainties. The idea
that education should entail an emphasis on a
preparation for life is underscored by Whitehead, who notes: “There is only one subjectmatter for education, and that is Life in all its
manifestations.”25 This broad conception of education is affirmed by Dewey, who considers as
its remit the whole range of human experience,
including “customs, institutions, beliefs, victories and defeats, recreations and occupations.”26
Dewey believes that a holistic, life-centred education should facilitate the perpetuation and revitalization of these experiences, noting that “education, in its broadest sense, is the means of this
social continuity or life.”27 In other words, education is—and ought to be—intimately connected to life-processes, suggesting an unceasing
and open-ended socio-cultural evolution.
26
27

Dewey, Democracy and Education: 2.
Dewey, Democracy and Education: 2.
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That an intimate connection should exist between education and life, especially, shared life,
is echoed by Illich, who submits that education
should “heighten the opportunity ... to transform each moment of living into one of learning,
sharing and caring.”28 This last point about the
desirability of an education which highlights our
co-operative, co-respective, co-existent and,
hence, convivial possibilities is noteworthy. Illich seems, in fact, to suggest that it is these moments of shared and intersubjective experience
that make life meaningful.
Of course, the Confucian tradition is nothing if not about cultivating virtuous relations.
Hence, we witness within it an emphasis on the
inextricability of education to human life, and of
the latter to vital relationality. As Ames argues,
“One becomes human by cultivating those thick
relations that constitute one’s initial condition,
and that locates the trajectory of one’s life force
within family, community, and cosmos.”29
This emphasis on shared experience as
found in the Confucian teachings as well as by
Whitehead, Dewey, and Illich, stands in contrast
to preponderant functionalist and economistic
orientations of education which, regrettably,
provoke our antagonistic, competitive, and individualistic instincts.
So how do we educate for personal development beyond the functionalist and economism
of the market? How do we cultivate the propensities—dispositions—for more autonomous
ways of being? How do we equip ourselves to
grapple with the increasing uncertainties of life,
which require discipline, determination, resilience, patience, awareness as well as analytical
and problem-solving abilities? And how do we
do all of this without losing our taste for

cooperative behaviours that take joy in “caring
and sharing”? This, I believe, is where physicalsports training has an important role to play.

Ivan Illich, Deschooling Society, (Harmondsworth: Penguin Education, 1971).
29 Roger T. Ames. Confucian Role Ethics: A Vocabulary.
(Hong Kong: Chinese University Press, 2011): 87.
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Physical Training for Personal,
Social, and Ethical Development:
Ethnographic Observations from
the Tennis Court
I have offered above that physical-sports training consists of an important opportunity for the
cultivation or embodiment of important lifeskills and ethical qualities. The emphasis on the
corporeal draws from the recognition that our
existence as persons are, in the first instance, expressed in and through our physical bodies. As
Scheper-Hughes and Lock have observed, “The
individual body should be seen as the most immediate, the proximate terrain where social
truths and social contradictions are played out,
as well as a locus of personal and social resistance, creativity, and struggle.”30
Such an emphasis on the body also resonates
with the Confucian (or ruxue 儒学) position of
“embodying our experience” (ti 体). 31 The importance that ruxue places on the body (ti 体)—
as a being-and-becoming-in-the-world—is
based on the holistic cosmological understanding that the person, in her psycho-social-physiological entirety, transforms the world in her experience of it. Indeed, this emphasis on the body
and embodiment can be observed as being characteristic of the classical Chinese canon. The Expansive Learning (daxue 大学), for example, exhorts “personal cultivation”—or xiushen (修身)
Nancy Scheper-Hughes and Margaret M. Lock. “The
Mindful Body: A Prolegomenon to Future Work in Medical Anthropology.” Medical Anthropology Quarterly, Vol 1,
No.1, (1987), 6-41.
31 Ames, Confucian Role Ethics: 21.
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—as the means to becoming consummately human. The term for personal cultivation, xiushen (
修身), of course, directly implicates the body,
for it literally translates as “cultivating body.”

The individual body should be
seen as the most immediate,
the proximate terrain where
social truths and social
contradictions are played out,
as well as a locus of personal
and social resistance,
creativity, and struggle.”
Moreover, perhaps going beyond the Western conception of the body as an individual or
individualized physical entity in time, Ames argues, a la the classical Chinese tradition, that the
body should be thought of as the provenance of
culture and as a conduit for its intergenerational
transmission. Hence, ti (体) and shen (身), two
different Chinese terms for “body”, aptly signify
it in its different moments: as embodied (in its ti
体 understanding) in the world on the one hand,
and in its lived-form (in its shen 身 understanding) on the other. The Chinese appreciation of
“body” in its different moments suggests an
ever-unfolding process of emergence: that in our
embodiment in the world through our living in
it, we are making and re-making civilization at
the same time we are perpetuating it.
This brings up the intimate connection not
only between life-process and education; it also
illuminates how our bodies intrude into the interplay between them: in particular, how we as
embodied entities in the world serve as vehicles
of cultural transmission through time.
Having established the importance of the
body and physical training for holistic education,
I move now to more practical matters. This section is primarily ethnographic and draws from
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my experience on the tennis court over the past
year, teaching general physical skills – involving
primarily strength, co-ordination, balance, proprioception - and tennis-specific, hand-eye and
racket-ball skills to primary school-aged children. The observations I have made below in a
coaching capacity have also been complemented
by my previous experience as an entry-level professional tennis player. They highlight aspects of
the physical-sports training experience that are
educational, edifying at the levels of personal and
social-community existence.
As the educational opportunities of physical
training are too plentiful to be itemized in this
paper, my observations and analyses are confined only to the early phase of the training I experienced with children-beginners. That said, I
believe that my analyses could disclose the more
generic developmental and educational potential
of all physical-sports training regiments.
I am presenting my observations in the sequence that the typical physical-training session
on the tennis court proceeded. This sequence of
activities can be broadly described to involve the
following: warm-up exercises, hand-eye-foot coordination exercises, and mini-tennis.
In physical-training, exercises can be classified according to whether they are performed individually or in groups (of two or more). In keeping with such configurations, the ensuing benefits also accrue accordingly, with individual exercises yielding a sense of personal reflexive selfawareness and group exercises cultivating selfother, pro-social benefits. That is, regardless of
whether these exercises are accomplished individually or in a group, I submit that they are educative in different ways and at different levels.
Allow me to illustrate.
1) Warm-up Exercises
Training routinely begins with participants performing a set of warm-up exercises between the
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baseline and net on the tennis court. The exercises include jogging, side-steps, carioca-steps,
knee-lifts, a variety of arm swings (swinging arms
across the body, forward loops, backward loops,
up past the ears) a variety of lunges, duck-walks
in the forward direction and then backwards,
hopping on one leg and then the other, animal
crawls, etcetera.
2) Hand-Eye-Foot Coordination Exercises
Warm-up exercises may be followed by a series
of hand-eye-and-foot coordination exercises deploying the hands and feet. These exercises involve participants working in groups of two,
who alternate between tossing and catching (or
kicking) the ball. Hence, one tosses the ball while
the other catches it. This toss-and-catch exercise
should be followed by a toss-and-kick exercise
following an identical pattern. In both catching
and kicking variants of the exercise, participants
should use both sides of the body (i.e., using the
left hand and foot to catch and kick respectively,
and doing the same on the right side).
It should be evident that these exercises involve parts of the body and movements that are
not usually deployed in everyday activities. They
afford us the opportunity to work both left and
right sides of the body, improve proprioception,
and develop greater somatic awareness.

Analysis of Warm-up Exercises:
Self-Awareness
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mind, conditioning it to react and respond to
sudden changes in one’s balance and spatial location.32
In my observation, students’ routine performance of such physical exercises instils bodily
and mental discipline. It also allows students to
develop a general awareness of sequence and
process, especially when observing their progress accomplishing various athletic skills, beginning with the less difficult, then moving to the
more complex. This progression is consistent
with the process of developing expertise, and in
participating in it, students are given the personalized—and embodied—experience of becoming skilled. Students should here be made aware
of their learning, skill-acquisition and development of expertise and recognize it as a gradual,
step-by-step process.
The basic routine of (mostly individual)
warm-up exercises takes around ten minutes, but
the inclusion of hand-eye-and-foot co-ordination (mainly group) exercises means that these
two rudimentary segments of physical-sports
training can take up a significant portion of the
session. The entire physical-sport training session may be dedicated to these basic exercises,
particularly in the case of beginner athletes and
young children, since they develop all-round
skills that would constitute the generic and foundational athletic base from which more complex
and specialized skills can be learned.
3) Advanced Hand-Eye Exercises

Since the body is “in” the mind and not as the
Cartesians postulated, separated from it, these
physical exercises inevitably also develop the

Typically, when the warm-up and hand-eye-foot
coordination routine has been completed, the
session proceeds towards more tennis-specific
skill exercises and games. For beginners, the progression should be towards more hand-eye

See Mark Johnson, The Body In the Mind: The Bodily Basis
of Meaning, Imagination and Reason, (Chicago and London:
University of Chicago Press, 1987), and also

Daniel H. Lende and Greg Downey, The Encultured Brain:
An Introduction to Neuroanthropology, (Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press, 2012).

32

The Journal of School & Society
ISSN 2575-9922
6(2) 37–52
©Author(s) 2019

coordination exercises involving the hand and
ball. The most basic exercises here, also to be
performed individually, would involve bouncing
the ball. This can first be done upward, with an
open palm, then by turning the palm over,
downward, against the ground. The aim is to
bounce the ball as many times as possible, with
the demonstrable ability to consistently bounce
it roughly ten times in a row as a sign of the
young student’s competence.
At this point, the student might repeat the
exercise of bouncing the ball, but now using a
racket instead of her palm. Again, these exercises
should be attempted using both right and left
hands.

Analysis of Advanced Hand-Eye
Exercises
The attempt at ambidexterity—and holistic development—is made not only for more symmetrical and balanced physical development, it is
also to allow the non-dominant side of the body
to experience the movements undertaken by the
dominant side of the body. The experience is
aesthetic: it is corporeal as well as mental. Moving and using the body in a way that is unfamiliar
opens one up to the strange and uncertain,
which, as noted above, are important aspects of
an education for life.
The promise of learning through analogy
and metaphor is foregrounded here: our constant exposure to uncertainty in our rituals of
play, over prolonged periods, is believed to better prepare us for the realities of quotidian life.
In other words, rehearsing our responses to uncertainty in the safe space of play instils a mental
and physical fitness to deal with it at times of existential crises.
The site for physical training thus fittingly
becomes a site of life-training, and the “game”
33

Johnson, The Body In the Mind: xiv-xv.
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becomes a metaphor for life. The education that
transpires via physical training thus occurs
through metaphor and analogy as our physicalsport training experiences are invoked to structure our experiences in another domain, in this
case, life itself.33 The general human capacity to
deploy imagination for analogical learning means
that all forms of physical training, even of the
most general kind, are replete with educational
potential.
Returning to our racket-ball exercise, it may
be generally noted that the ability to bounce the
ball more than ten times consecutively suggests
that the player has attained considerable racket
control and acquired the necessary hand-eye coordination to proceed to the next stage, the game
of “mini-tennis.”
4) Mini-Tennis Exercise
Mini-tennis is a group exercise, and one of
greater technical and physical complexity than
the activities described up until this point. It involves the student engaging in a rally with a partner on the opposite side of the net, akin to playing tennis but on a miniature scale.
The game is described as “mini-tennis” because it is confined to a reduced area of the
court, the service area, which is the space between the net and the service-line. Specifically,
the game involves players on one side of the net
attempting to control the ball with their rackets
to their partners on the other side, all the time
keeping it within the improvised boundaries of
the court.
To begin the exercise, the two players are positioned close to each other on opposite sides of
the net. The emphasis in the game here resides
in controlling the ball, with each player’s objective being to sustain a rally of as many shots as
possible. The parameters for this exercise, such
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as the distance between players, should remain
variable to suit different levels of competence.
Hence, beginning with players positioned
close to each other across the net, they can progressively move further away from each other
and towards the service-line when they have acquired the requisite control. I typically request
that students accomplish a rally totalling 20 shots
from up-close before they move further apart.
The goal is to gradually move towards the service-line, and if consistency and control can still
be maintained, eventually to the baseline.

Analysis of Mini-Tennis: Shared
Intentionality and Co-operation
The variety of skills—mental, physical, and technical—simultaneously called upon to accomplish something as basic a game as mini-tennis
should be evident. At the mental level, the players’ desired aim of controlling the ball back and
forth across a short distance implies the need for
the qualities of anticipation, attentiveness, and
concentration.
In the process of playing the game, one is
also afforded many opportunities for learning,
not least, from one another’s errors. The capacity for remedial action invokes the skills of observation, self-awareness, reflexiveness, and
analysis. Hence, whenever the circumstances are
fitting, the instructor should be explicit that the
ultimate object of the game is to develop such
aesthetic qualities of self-and-other awareness.
When the development of somatic consciousness becomes the aim, it becomes clear that
mini-tennis—or tennis, for that matter—no
longer remains merely a game or sport; it becomes an educational occasion whose object is
nothing less than the formation of an aesthetic
and ethical subjectivity, one intended as a preparation for life.
At the physical and technical level, the student is required to watch the ball, move to it, and
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prepare to contact it with her racket. Naturally,
the student has to wield the racket with sufficient
dexterity in order to return the ball. In the meantime, players need to become aware of the ball’s
flight through the air and its movement after it
bounces, which is variable and constantly varying along the parameters of speed, height, spin,
and placement.
The player is required to conscientiously adjust his or her position in relation to the ball, invoking not only the attributes of anticipation as
well as mental and physical control, but also
problem-solving and decision-making skills in a
timely fashion. Moreover, whenever an error has
been committed, signified by the failure to control or return the ball, the instructor should encourage players to understand the cause of error,
and to seek to correct for it. Such practice over
time is expected to enhance the players’ analytical, reflexive, and adaptive abilities, not only with
respect to the actions and strategies of oneself
but to those of one’s partner as well.
It pays to highlight to students that success
in this game of mini-tennis is achieved collectively, in cooperation, rather than being conceived of strictly and parochially in terms of individualistic, dog-eat-dog, competition. Even if
an element of competition were introduced into
the game—for instance, by bidding players to attempt to outlast the opposition in rallies—this
should be conceived more in terms of a personal
challenge, involving each player’s commitment
to the effort of sending the ball over the net one
more time. Here the focus should be on achieving excellence in accomplishing such a task,
which involves multiple skills simultaneously:
mental, physical, and motor-control.
This objective requires that players give their
undivided attention to the task immediately on
hand—keeping their focus on the ball in play, a
task offering them the opportunity to discover
the value of commitment as well as deep, meditative concentration. Although players stand to
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reap most if they are to discover the value of
others, which are inherent in the diversity that
these qualities for themselves, it would be appromakes us human.
priate for instructors to explicitly mention their
It is again commended that the instructor
importance, since the instructor’s reminders in
makes explicit these cooperative and win-win atthis regard would facilitate players’ attentiveness
tributes of the mini-tennis game. This is in case
to the correlation between their mental states
players, who have been inured to the values of
and their athletic performance, thereby engencapitalism, conceive of it as another competitive
dering greater self-awareness and learning.
exercise. Herein lies the educational mission of
As for the explicitly cooperative and collabphysical training: it is to underscore that educaorative aspects of mini-tennis, I have mentioned
tion and learning occur in the process of play
that it is a game premised on ball control, where
with others. Moreover, it is also to afford enone player strives to
lightened instructors
return the ball to the
The site for physical training thus (teachers) an opporother with the aim of
tunity to remind their
fittingly becomes a site of lifesustaining the rally.
students that the
This is a collective training, and the “game” becomes
highly individualistic
outcome. Although
and competitive oba metaphor for life.
one player invariably
sessions of modern
prevails in the rally vis-à-vis the other, such an
sport are but one way of structuring play, one
outcome does not detract from the fact that the
that militates against the cooperation, caring, and
joy and pleasure derived from the exercise resharing required for cultural edification.
sides in both players’ being able to keep the ball
The purpose of the game of mini-tennis bein play. This involves continued cooperation being outlined here serves as a contrast to the aims
tween the players and originates from the innate
of modern sport; its goal is to transform the mohuman capacity for shared intentionality to begin
ment of play into a social and educational occawith. As Tomasello has observed, “In shared cosion. As prescribed here, the game of mini-tennis
operative activities, we have a joint goal that creseems to be in line with Illich’s view of education
ates an interdependence among us – indeed, creas “one of learning and sharing.”35
34
ates an ‘us’.”
Although our games of mini-tennis feature
The game is therefore, in the first instance,
only minimal and very basic instructional conmade possible by the players’ inadvertent collabtent with regards to tennis technique, this tends
oration. Pointing this out allows players to recnot to be the case in the context of a typical tenognize what they can accomplish when coopernis lesson. It is after all reasonable to expect that
ating for common purpose.
students expect substantive instructional content
The game also offers the opportunity for
when taking tennis lessons. That said, I have
players to learn to accept and grapple with what
noted that when training veers towards technical
would be the different game-styles or styles-ofperformance, the original aim of using physicalplay of others. In sum, there is during this social
sports training to cultivate life-skills usually beoccasion of play the opportunity to observe, apcomes subsumed by performance concerns. Bepreciate, accept, and live with the differences of
cause this focus on technical excellence is a characteristic concern of modern sport, I believe it
Michael Tomasello, Why We Cooperate, (Cambridge,
Mass: The MIT Press, 2009): 41.
34

35

Illich, Deschooling Society:7.
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important to underscore the distinction that separates the notion of sport from more generic
physical training.
Whereas (modern) sport is weighted with an
emphasis on the outcome of a competitive process, it is an activity that I am here deploying for
the purposes of education. Admittedly, my own
tendency to get carried away with technical performance bespeaks my own social conditioning
as a former elite athlete. That said, de-emphasizing this exclusively performance-centred orientation of sport is one of the explicit aims of this
project, and it is for that reason that the game of
tennis is here incidental and deployed as a means
of education. The object, to be sure, is to deploy
physical training for holistic personal development—physical, mental, ethical, and aesthetic—
rather than athletic competence, even if the latter
would be a logical outcome of the exercises prescribed here.

Conclusion
This paper has sought to make the case for deploying physical training for education, with the
latter being conceived here as constituting holistic personal development instead of the gradeadvancement associated with schooling.
Common understandings of education are
often synonymous with schooling, which I have
diagnosed as being typically functionalist in its
intent and insular in its means. As an important
symbol of education, schooling is a modern institution typically concerned with producing
subjectivities amenable to the economic-growth
imperatives of the capitalist world system. This
paper has called into question the efficacy of
such a model of education, especially in our
times of political-economic, social, and ecological crises.
I have in fact argued that the ongoing threefold crises of political economy, society, and
ecology-nature testify to the abject failure of our
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preponderant functionalist model of education.
Functionalist education comes up short not only
in terms of its enduring failure to equip their recipients with the economic wherewithal to take
care of themselves and the environment that
constitutes their habitat, they have also failed in
intellectual and ethical terms.
Because a functionalist education instils neither an intellectual nor aesthetic appreciation of
who we are as a species, or how we might thrive
relationally with human and non-human others,
we are seemingly unable to grasp the scale and
urgency of our current predicament, let alone
find a way out of it.
Having provided an account of the present
state of planetary (dis)order and the role that
functionalist education has played in abetting it,
this paper has made the case for the educational
promise of physical training. This was done by
deploying physical training specifically and explicitly for the purpose of education. By recognizing, contra the Cartesian worldview, that the
body and mind are not separate but symbiotic,
the conception of education conceived here is
holistic by re-emphasizing the paramount importance of personal development in the educational enterprise.
Such a conception of education restores the
body to the mind and vice versa, thereby affirming the notion of somaesthetics. By commending physical training as an educational activity, I
draw attention to the symbiosis between body
and mind that are concurrently being vitalized in
the physical-sports training process.
Drawing from my past physical-sports training experiences as well as my research instructing
young children on a tennis court more recently,
I submit that a physical training regime can facilitate personal development, especially when pursued with self-conscious educational intent.
Aside from the obvious development of physical
and technical skills, I have observed the vast potential
for
the
following
qualities—
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dispositions—to be cultivated in the process:
proprioception (i.e. greater awareness of one’s
body in space); bodily and mental discipline; general appreciation for sequence and process as
well as understanding of cause and effect; aesthetic sensibilities; greater tolerance for difference and diversity; anticipation, attentiveness,
and alertness; problem-solving and decisionmaking skills; and, finally, a sense of commitment, responsibility, and enhanced social and
co-operative abilities.
It is important to note that because these intangible, subjective, and cultural dispositions are
cultivated in the bodily process of physical training, they signify a form of embodiment quite unlike more rationalist modes of learning that occur in typical classroom settings. Indeed, it
seems reasonable to expect the dispositions cultivated to be enduring in virtue of their being
corporeal.
Moreover, because the learning that takes
place via physical training is bodily, gradually becoming embodied, it is constitutive of students’
subjectivities in their human becomings. That is,
learning that is embodied literally makes the person. In this important sense, physical training is
integral to the constitution of the human subject,
a subject whose agency is given by the ability “to
choose” cultural ways of becoming as opposed
to being restricted by the subsistence constraints
of pure biology.
To be sure, the dispositions being cultivated
are believed to be culturally and ethically edifying, consistent with education as understood in
the holistic sense of personal development. Because the student-athlete tends to develop these
qualities gradually and often unconsciously (or
sub-consciously), it is worthwhile for the instructor to help bring to the student’s consciousness
what could otherwise be obscured from him or
her. After all, the educational experience of
physical training is most likely enhanced when
students realize that the training of which they
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partake constitutes an opportunity for personal
and social growth. That is, the educational moment is redeemed when the instructor draws a
connection between the experiences that arise
during physical training with the circumstances
that constantly emerge in life.
Here, learning occurs through analogy.
When such an analogy is made explicit by the instructor, the conditions are set for the studentathlete to potentially see physical training in a
different light: not only as a means of conditioning the body, mind, and soul, but, practically,
also as an opportunity to develop and sharpen
one’s abilities in responding to life’s vicissitudes.
This is training and a rehearsal in the quintessential sense, for it is simulation that is repeatable
under the controlled and controllable conditions
of play.
I hope to have made the case for the importance of physical training for a holistic, aesthetic education, the sort which prepares one for
modern life and its multiplying and confounding
challenges. The virtue of physical training lies in
its development of physical, mental, and aesthetic attributes as embodiments, which implicates personal cultivation, literally, as bodily cultivation (xiushen 修身).
Finally, it would seem that the task ahead for
such a project is practical: as I have done with
tennis, it rests with studying carefully the many
different physical training disciplines to document just how each can contribute to the education of persons in the holistic sense invoked
throughout this paper.
Tung-Yi Kho is a scholar of modern China with PhDs
in Social Anthropology (SOAS) as well as in Cultural
Studies (Lingnan University.). He is currently a Postdoctoral Fellow at the Chinese University of Hong Kong.
His research interests cut across multiple fields but their
singular concern is with the human predicament. He is
especially interested in questions about the well-being of
life lived under the conditions of modernity.
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Democratic Character
Education in the History
Classroom
Joshua Rosen
New York City Department of Education

In the southeast corner of the Bronx, on the
third floor of an eight-school-building-complex,
a 4-by-6, framed portrait of John Dewey hangs
on the back wall of my US History classroom.
Dewey sits among some 50-odd, framed
portraits of other dead (or nearly dead) Americans. The wall is themed. It is based on the Alice
Walker quote displayed on a poster in the corner
of the room: The most common way people give up their
power is by thinking they don’t have any. In other
words, every person pictured, despite their
unique obstacles, recognized the power they had
to effect change, improve themselves, and shape
the world around them.
In creating this wall, I attempted to reflect,
in some small way, the lived experiences of my
students. Residents of the Bronx have fought—
and are still fighting—a great web of violence:
discriminatory housing and employment, gentrification from luxury real estate, police brutality
and police neglect, among other forces no less
significant. In order to empower students, we
must speak about injustice by examining the
deep and powerful ways that people have resisted it.
Residents have formed movements like the
recent South Bronx Unite, which fights for sustainable housing and environmental activism.
When the Bronx was burning in the ‘60s and
‘70s, community members created movements
Museum of the City of New York, Activist New York,
https://www.mcny.org/exhibition/activist-new-york.
1
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like Don’t Move, Improve, and in the ‘90s, Nos
Quedemos (We Stay). These projects, designed
to build solidarity, rallied for legislation and created community from the bottom up. Organizations like United Bronx Parents mobilized the
Puerto Rican community to fight the discriminatory funding of the public school system.
The Bronx Chapter of the Black Panthers, as
well as the Young Lords (originally based in Harlem), began providing free breakfast to school
children in the early ‘70s.1 This was, of course,
before the Federal Government piloted their
free breakfast program, which spent significantly
less money per child. These grassroots efforts in
the Bronx led to it winning the National Civic
League’s All-America City Award in 1997. There
is a fierce sort of pride in people from the Bronx-even outsiders can see this in figures like Cardi
B and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez.
Yet, there is still much that needs to change.
In 2014, after Bronx native Kalief Browder was
imprisoned at Rikers Island for three years without trial (the majority of which he spent in solitary confinement), he died by suicide. He was accused of stealing $700 worth of goods, and
though it was found that there was no evidence
against him, he could not make bail, and there
was little impetus to put him on trial. The disturbing human rights abuses that occurred at
Rikers have since been well documented. Two
years later, Bronx resident Deborah Danner was
shot and killed by a police officer in her own
home. Though the officer was charged with second-degree murder, he was later acquitted in a
non-jury trial. Deborah’s home is a three-minute
walk from my school.
For the wall in the back of my class, I chose
fighters, poets, musicians, philosophers, and
Americans from every background I could think
of—people who demonstrated through their
lives a fervor for improving their people’s
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condition as well as a refusal to bow to unjust
admiration and is therefore a good moral exemauthority. I also chose people who I was quite,
plar.
quite sure would care about the lives of my stuThe case of John Brown is illustrative. John
dents.
Brown was a radical abolitionist who by the end
Choosing who we should celebrate, who we
of his life believed that arming slaves for escape
should put on the wall, is a distinctly moral task.
and insurrection was the only way to overthrow
It is akin to asking ourselves: what sort of people
the institution of slavery. In 1856, he traveled to
do we want our students to become? Which role
Kansas to protect relatives from militant promodels do we show them? And how can we enslavery settlers. At the time, Kansas residents
sure that they have the tools to pursue lives that
were permitted to vote on whether or not to perthey find meaningful?
mit slavery in the state, which led to a rush of
These questions fall within the philosophical
highly partisan settlers and sporadic violence
framework of Moral Exemplarism, an approach
that caused several hundred deaths. Brown himthat uses existself was ining models of
The most common way people give up their strumental in
good character
the murder
power
is
by
thinking
they
don’t
have
any.
to anchor a
of five procomprehenslavery setsive theory of morality. In her 2017 book, Exemtlers. Three years later he attempted, unsuccessplarist Moral Theory, Linda Zagzebski aims to crefully, to steal thousands of weapons from the
ate a theory of morality as broad in scope as delargest federal weapons arsenal in the country, at
ontological, utilitarian, and virtue theory apHarper’s Ferry, in order to arm the slaves in the
proaches—but one that is uniquely based in the
south. In December of 1859 he was executed by
perspective of the individual and her commupublic hanging.
2
nity.
The deontologist would not have approved
The theory is centered around the emotion
of Brown. The categorical imperative dictates
of admiration, which is used as a reference point
that an individual’s ultimate goals and local cirfor the individual to determine what good moral
cumstances do not impact their moral obligation
exemplars are. Zagzebski breaks down the parato not murder people. The consequentialists too
digm of a moral exemplar into four categories: a
would struggle. Though they may view Brown’s
virtue is a specific trait that we admire (humility,
motives favorably, the question of whether
for example); a right act is the most morally comBrown’s actions led to a greater good for the
pelling action in a set of circumstances (standing
greater number is anything but clear. Virtue ethup to a bully for someone else); a duty is an act
icists, too, might be at a loss. Brown’s virtue of
that would induce guilt if not done (calling the
selflessness may not be enough to outweigh his
ambulance for a dying child); and a good state of
incaution (the raid was, by most accounts,
affairs is what an admirable person always aims
doomed to fail).
for (say, the eradication of poverty). Through
Yet, when we studied John Brown in my
their own emotions, individual people can deterclass, and the students voted whether or not to
mine whether a particular person is worthy of
keep his portrait on the wall, more than 95%
voted in favor. If we look at John Brown in the
Linda Zagzebski, Exemplarist Moral Theory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017).
2
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context of exemplarist theory, it is not difficult
to discern why. The students praised his virtues of
selflessness and bravery, they saw his raid on
Harper’s Ferry as a right act, deemed his actions
to protect his family in Kansas as a fulfillment of
duty, and recognized that the good state of affairs he
pursued—namely the overthrow of slavery—
was a fundamentally worthy goal.
The shortcomings of this approach, centered
on the perhaps fallible emotion of admiration,
we will discuss later. The clear advantage, however, particularly for those who value democracy, is that it is a bottom-up way of viewing morality. Zagzebski’s approach is empirical. She
does not believe that morality precedes the
world it exists within. She argues that ethical theory should function to either justify or condemn
attributes and actions that are already in practice.
She argues that while the deepest nature of morality may remain elusive to us, we can use the
exemplarist approach to point at this or that being
moral or immoral.3
Zagzebski and other researchers have also
explored the connection between exemplarist
moral theory and character education. Bart
Engelen, Alan Thomas, Alfred Archer, and Niels
van de Ven consider exemplarism within the
context of nudge strategies—broadly defined as
methods of indirect positive reinforcement of
moral behavior. 4 They cite a series of studies
which detail how exposure to positive role models in different contexts has been shown to have
durable effects on an individual’s desire to act
virtuously. With a nod to Zagzebski, they also
discuss studies that detail how the nudge effect
is tied to the emotion of admiration—which can
have a more profound effect on long-term goals
than, say, jealousy.
One point they make that is particularly relevant for educators is that stories are far more

effective in spurring virtuous action when they
address single cases of heroism or suffering—
one that is close to home for an individual.
Broad narratives about the eight million people
who died during World War One are, perhaps
regrettably, far less salient for people than the
novel All Quiet on the Western Front. And tales of
heroism in our own communities tend to be
more powerful than stories from abroad.
The level of engagement in my classes is always higher when I can find a way to make the
Bronx and the experiences of its residents relevant and salient to the historical subject we are
studying.

Zagzebski, Exemplarist Moral Theory.
Bart Engelen, Alan Thomas, Alfred Archer & Niels van
de Ven, “Exemplars and Nudges: Combining Two

Strategies for Moral Education,” Journal of Moral Education
47, no. 3 (2018), 346-365.

3
4

The State and the History
Classroom
The wall in the back of my class serves two distinct purposes: as a means of democratic engagement and as a vehicle for moral exemplarism.
Throughout the year, as we’ve studied various historical figures, we hold secret ballots on
whether or not they deserve to be on the wall.
For some figures, the vote is on whether to add
them—Abraham Lincoln was not originally included, but the students voted “yes,” so now I
have to buy a frame for him (don’t worry, they’re
from the dollar store)—and some votes are on
whether a figure deserves the spot they have, as
in the case of John Brown.
It should be noted as well that the goal here
is not to achieve a unanimous decision. To this
day, I still have a handful of students who will
jokingly reference the portrait of John Brown as
a “madman.” I’ve had a few long talks with the
most vocally opposed students, discussing
Brown’s complex and changing legacy during
their 4th-period lunch. And, of course, the same
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thing is true for Lincoln, who has also had some
profound critics in my classes. In order to create
a space where discussions like these are celebrated, the process of moral exemplarism must
begin and end with the students themselves—
and the narrative presented about potential exemplars must be subject to scrutiny and criticism.

56

Jackson was a man who had such a proclivity
for dueling strangers that he is known to have
personally killed dozens of people. He spoke
about Indigenous Americans as if they were animals, and his executive orders were certainly the
catalyst for the genocide of the Cherokee nation.
Jackson and Trump may seem to be extreme
examples, so let’s consider some of our more be-

How we view exemplars is decidedly shaped by the environments
within which the exemplar is presented.
Top-down character education—saddled as
it is with a history of paternalism, condescension, Social Darwinism, and authoritarianism—
is dangerous. Though it functions as a good reference point, the emotion of admiration is fallible and easily manipulated. There has been a
long history of people, often those with money
or power, imposing on society their vision for
character education. Particularly in the context
of the top-down systems which dominate American education and society, there is a danger in
expressly declaring that one of the functions of
public school is to breed ethical behavior.
But who decides what this means?
If it is the state that decides on what constitutes ethical behavior, then my students and I
may have some bones to pick. It was, after all,
the state that executed John Brown. Therefore,
moral exemplarism will function at its strongest
when it is cooperative—meaning teachers and
students must be active participants in exemplarist discussions.
If Donald Trump were making selections for
his own wall of moral exemplars, he would likely
select Andrew Jackson. The claims of similarity
that have been made between Presidents Trump
and Jackson are not without foundation—and
Trump himself has spoken about his admiration
for the man. Most of us with an understanding
of Jackson’s actions and beliefs, however—including my students—would be appalled at his
inclusion.

loved founding fathers. If institutions could
speak for themselves, the state would certainly
include George Washington, Thomas Jefferson,
and James Madison for its wall. Most of its citizenry, depending on how the question was
phrased, might be inclined to agree. Yet all three
men owned human beings in the hundreds and
allowed their revolutionary government to permit the continuation of that status quo.
With criticism of the founding fathers always
comes accusations of presentism—and yet there
were, in fact, significant numbers of people in
the 18th and 19th centuries who did dissent
from this state of affairs. There were women and
men who dedicated their lives to fighting this oppressive and immoral system. Washington, Jefferson, and Madison, despite their ingenuity,
leadership, and other admirable qualities, were at
best complicit in, and at worst responsible for,
perpetuating the most virulent and extensive
form of chattel slavery to ever exist.
These historical figures should illustrate that
while admiration is a good reference point, it can
be quite malleable. How we view exemplars is
decidedly shaped by the environments within
which the exemplar is presented. The collective
American feeling of admiration for the founding
fathers has been, in part, constructed with state
textbooks. It has been used to further the forces
of nationalism, nativism, Social Darwinism, and
American exceptionalism. These facets of the
environment have enabled the crimes of the
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founding fathers to be erased or minimized, and
their triumphs romanticized.
To be clear, this is not to say that the founding fathers cannot be admired in any capacity.
Admiration is also influenced by our own aspirations and self-image. Patriots tend to admire
patriots. Rebels tend to admire rebels. There is a
clear correlation between those students who denounce John Brown and those students who
have expressed nationalistic views, just as
Brown’s most vocal supporters also tended to be
a little anti-establishment themselves. In the environment of the classroom, the power to investigate and evaluate the historical narrative must
lie with students and the teacher—and not with
the state, or other institutions.
When governments choose which textbook
to provide to their schoolchildren, they naturally
do it based on the state’s hierarchy of what is important in history. The state is not a neutral institution—it has clear aims—among them are
maintaining power, maintaining order, and
maintaining popular support from the people.
These motives change little between democratic
and authoritarian states. A primary end goal for
every government must be to nurture cooperative and patriotic citizens, and thus it is logical
that they should paint the historical narrative in
a way that breeds obedience and pride.
When Harold Rugg, one of the founders of
the John Dewey Society, created a textbook that
attempted to show that the United States has
faults as well as strengths, local governments and
school boards began ordering the book’s destruction.5 This was also one of the explicit purposes of the House Un-American Activities
Committee up until it was absorbed by the Judiciary Committee in 1975.
When I was in fifth grade my mom purchased a book for me titled Everything You Need
to Know About American History Homework to help
Daniel Tanner, Crusade for Democracy (Albany: SUNY
Press, 2002).
5
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me in what was, at the time, my least favorite
subject. I certainly didn’t read it then, but upon
my last visit home, I re-discovered the book and
flipped through its pages. In a book authoritatively declaring “everything you need to know,”
there are only two Black people mentioned,
W.E.B. DuBois and Martin Luther King. No
Black women, no Hispanic women or men.
Standing in my mom’s kitchen the faces of
my students formed in my mind, none of them
reflected in the children’s history book in my
hand. While discussing the marginalization of
women, poet Adrienne Rich put it best: “When
someone with the authority of a teacher, say, describes the world and you are not in it, there is a
moment of psychic disequilibrium, as if you
looked into a mirror and saw nothing.” By including only DuBois and King, the textbook authors admit to the student that, yes, slavery and
segregation happened, but no, we don’t need to
talk about it, and we certainly don’t need to
acknowledge that it happened to both men and
women. It just took a couple of people to argue
that all that stuff was bad. And now it’s over.
The real story continues on the next page.
So, all the others—the millions of slaves raped
and whipped and killed by their owners, the activists and revolutionaries executed by the government, the civilians hung from trees and
beaten in the streets with impunity, the innocents incarcerated for profits, the teenagers murdered by police officers—are not important
enough for mention.
Eli Whitney, inventor of the cotton gin, is
mentioned in every single textbook I’ve ever
seen. For the state, this is how character education takes shape in history class.
Combating this as a history teacher is challenging. But it is the first step in establishing a
democratic character education that is based in a
cooperative moral exemplarism. If, for example,
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my class were to select moral exemplars after
One tool I have to combat this is using the
studying history only through the latest edition
Bronx as a point of direct applicability. Dewey
of The American Pageant, the results would be
argues that “with every increase of ability to
skewed based on the available resources: mostly
place our own doings in their time and space
white, mostly male, and mostly powerful. Repreconnections, our doings gain in significant consentation matters. With good reason, “you can’t
tent.” 7 In a Deweyan sense, the history classbe what you can’t see” has been repeated often
room should not be seen as preparation for life
in recent political discourse. Just as my students
or training to understand the goings on in the
find more salience in stories from the Bronx, exworld—the history classroom is the world and
emplarism is ineffective if students cannot see
life itself. Gaudelli and Laverty quote Dewey: all
themselves in the exemplar.
areas of study should be viewed as “means of
History teachers will also note that the imbringing the child to realize the social scene of
perative to engage with
action.”8
Just as my students find
multiple perspectives in
Cooperative moral
the classroom is not just a
exemplarism
must theremore salience in stories from
moral requirement. It is
fore be an ongoing, interthe Bronx, exemplarism is
also a pedagogical one.
disciplinary, spatially and
ineffective if students cannot temporally relevant proAny inquiry into a historical event must include a
cess for students to take
see themselves in the
diversity of sources, and
part in. It must allow stuexemplar.
students need the skills
dents to assume the roles
necessary to dissect and
of otherness, calibrate
analyze those sources. However, as William
those roles to their own experiences and beliefs,
Gaudelli and Megan J. Laverty discuss, this obliand evaluate their own feeling of admiration (or
gation is far broader than the recent scholarship
lack thereof) without the intervention of an auaround “thinking like a historian” and “citizenthority. And it must always be situated in the preship education” would suggest. 6 Teaching stusent, while looking ahead, and asking, “how is
dents skills like sourcing, contextualization, and
this relevant?” and “why does this matter tocorroboration is valuable, but without a “clear
day?”
demonstration of transferability” to students’
The wall itself functions as an important part
lived experiences, the hope of making students
of this process. By presenting the students with
intelligent critics of our current historical mothe portraits, the narrative becomes partially
ment will not be realized. As Gaudelli and
theirs to construct and critique.
Laverty point out, the typical American student
In December of 1859, John Brown was exewill not spend more than 2.3% of their time
cuted for his raid on Harpers Ferry. Meanwhile,
studying history.
550 miles north (and two portraits away), a fiveI know mine will likely spend far more time
week-old John Dewey was likely being nurtured
playing Fortnite and watching anime, and who
by his reasonably wealthy, devoutly Calvinist
can blame them?
William Gaudelli and Megan J. Laverty, “Reconstruction of Social Studies,” Education and Culture 34, no. 1
(2018): 19-39.
6

John Dewey, Democracy and Education (New York: The
Macmillan Company, 1916), 244.
8 John Dewey, Moral Principles in Education (Cambridge:
The Riverside Press, 1909), 31.
7
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mother, already being groomed for the college
education she so desired for him.
To the left of John Brown is Harriet Tubman. Above Tubman is Eugene Debs, who was
put in prison for criticizing US involvement in
World War One. He was a member of the International Workers of the World (IWW), a radical
socialist union dedicated to improving working
conditions for American laborers, many of
whom were imprisoned for their non-violent
factory strikes. Mother Jones pictured to his
right, cofounder of the IWW, was imprisoned
several times throughout her lifetime. Students
ideologically opposed to the IWW still must consider whether Deb’s and Jones’ actions merit admiration, just as students supportive of the IWW
must consider the relative importance of their
misdeeds.
Next to Debs is Alice Paul, who was also imprisoned for campaigning for a woman’s right to
vote. In prison she led several women in a hunger strike which drew national attention. Can we
celebrate Paul’s legacy while still acknowledging
how she excluded black women from the fight?
A few portraits to the right is Fannie Lou Hamer,
who, despite being assaulted and fired on by
white supremacists, led masses of women to the
voting booths and coordinated political campaigns for women of color during the civil rights
movement.
Within decades of Brown’s raid, Geronimo
of the Apache, Chief Joseph of the Nez Perce,
and Sitting Bull of the Lakota were each either
executed or put in prisoner-of-war camps (euphemistically known as reservations) by the US
government. Their crime was resisting the US
government’s policy of genocide.
Beneath Sitting Bull are Marsha P. Johnson
and Sylvia Rivera, two key activists in the Stonewall Uprising and the LGBTQ rights movement.
Is it possible for students who are fearful of sexual differences and gender non-conformity to
engage constructively with their legacy?
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Close by their portraits is Fred Hampton, the
young, charismatic, Chicago-chapter leader of
the Black Panther Party. Over 100 years after
John Brown’s execution, Hampton was assassinated in his bed by the FBI.
Cooperatively, students and teachers can engage in the process of determining moral exemplars without pandering to the goals of institutions.

Making the Wall Global
Thus far I have limited the wall to American figures. Mainly for practical reasons. I do not currently teach Global History, and opening the
floodgates to all of the world’s potential moral
exemplars seemed too daunting, but this may
have been shortsighted. A cross-cultural wall
may have more value. Though it isn’t yet, the
adding and subtracting of exemplars has the potential to be something that is ritualistic for my
class: a rite the community completes without instruction.
So democratic character education and moral
exemplarism may have a companion in the work
of Confucius, particularly in the Confucian notion of rites. Rites, in this way, must be seen in
tandem with rights.
There is historical baggage in any discussion
of ethics between East and West. Western imperialism was not just an economic or political policy, it was a cultural one. Those historical
wounds are still festering.
If I were to make the wall global, one of the
first figures I might consider is Liu Xiaobo, a
Chinese dissident, who in his plight to enhance
the freedoms of Chinese people, revealed the
potential harmony (and inherent tension) between rites and rights.
Liu rose to prominence as an intellectual in
the 1980s and was one of a handful of thinkers
arrested after the Tiananmen Square massacre
for supporting the pro-democracy protests.
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Later in his life, he was instrumental in the creation of Charter 8, a manifesto for human rights
that swarmed around the internet in China and
garnered more than 12,000 signatures—this before it was discovered and expunged by the CCP.
Liu supported the idea of rights, but strongly
critiqued Western employment of it. The West’s
imperialist history is highly relevant here. Liu reflects:
No matter how strongly modern Western intellectuals may critique Western rationalism, no
matter how harshly they may denounce the
West’s colonial expansion and the promise of
white superiority, they still maintain deep-rooted
feelings of superiority toward non-Western peoples. They feel proud of the courage and sincerity
with which they do self-criticisms.9

Rosemont and Ames take Liu’s critiques significantly further. They suggest that the notion of
autonomous individualism, deeply connected
with the concept of individual rights, has been a
far greater barrier to social justice efforts than it
has been an aid. They enumerate why a Confucian role ethics grounded in a communal grammar of shared rites may be more purposeful.
Rights are inherently concerned with the
self, while rites are grounded in the family and
community. Locke and other Enlightenment figures suggested that the pursuit of happiness
takes place at the individual level, while Confucius advocated for loyalty and filial piety first.
If the choice were a binary one, there may be
reason to abandon rights. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights has, by almost any reasonable account, been an utter failure. The United
Nations has repeatedly failed to stop human
rights catastrophes like famine, genocide, and
wars of aggression all over the world, and many
member states, including the United States, have
Liu Xiaobo, No Enemies, No Hatred: Selected Essays and
Poems, trans. E.P. Link (Cambridge: Belknap Press of
Harvard University Press, 2013).
9
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endorsed, participated in, or been the primary architects of these crimes against humanity.
Rosemont argues that when we support the
idea of rights, we also endorse the idea of individuals as primarily rational and self-interested, and
under such a model, “the collective good will
never be obtained.” The Confucians, he contrasts, did not believe in the idea of the abstract
individual, but rather that we all have specific
roles to play, without which there would be no
“I” at all. We only exist in relation to others: I
am a son, a brother, a teacher, a friend, a New
Yorker, a US citizen, etc. Through these roles we
engage in the communal grammar as we enact
rites.
Perhaps both rights and rites can serve to improve our moral conduct. The trouble is in the
way that both can get hijacked by other causes
and motivations. Ideology can be corrosive. The
idea of rites can feed directly into forces of the
status quo. When the state is viewed in paternalistic light, one of the roles of the citizen in a Confucian sense is to be obedient. An often-quoted
passage in the Analects reads, “following the
proper way, I do not forge new paths; with confidence I cherish the ancients.”
Liu has taken issue with Confucian thinking.
He argues that the public’s renewed interest in
Confucius serves, like it did before the revolution in 1911, for the “promotion of radical nationalism.” The Chinese media has turned Confucianism into a cultural commodity, and in this
way, has used the Confucian notion of filial piety
as a “guard dog” to ensure nobody challenges
their societal role, the supreme authority of the
party, or the structure of Chinese society.
There are certainly aspects of role ethics that
can serve as a corrective to the excesses of individualist-based thinking. The question for a
democratic character education is, do we choose
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moral exemplars based on an individual’s human
rights record and how committed they were to
principles of natural rights, or do we choose them
based on how fully and honorably they fulfilled
their rites-based roles throughout their life?
The answer I think must be both.

Deweyan Democracy for All
In order for students to be able to participate in
moral exemplarism they must live and learn with
democratic structures.
The premise of democratic character education depends on democracy functioning in realtime for every member within the system. The
society, school, the teacher, and the student must
all be active participants in the processes of democracy and the processes of democratic character education. And naturally, if a moral education should be based in this democratic philosophy, it so follows that a moral education would
provide students with a clear-eyed understanding of the failures of current democratic life.
We must acknowledge all of the ways our
history and the lives of our students and teachers
tend towards authoritarianism. As the state has
often failed to act democratically, so has the traditional school.
Do not get married. Do not leave town at any
time without permission of the school board. Do
not keep company with men. Be home between
the hours of 8 P.M and 6 A.M. Do not loiter
downtown in ice cream stores. Do not smoke.
Do not get into a carriage with any man except
your father or brother. Do not dress in bright
colors. Do not dye your hair. Do not wear any
dress more than two inches above the ankle.10

Howard Zinn, A People’s History of the United States: 1492
– Present (London: Routledge, 2003), 338.
11 John Dewey, “Professional Spirit Among Teachers,” in
The Middle Works of John Dewey, 1899-1924, Volume 7,
10
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The above was posted under the heading, “Rules
for Female Teachers,” in one town in Massachusetts in the late 19th century. It is more than
likely similar artifacts could be found from this
period in towns across the country.
While we thankfully do not have such draconian rules policing teacher conduct today, the
top-down authoritarian structure that allowed
these rules to come into existence is still the
same structure we operate with now. Teachers in
New York City—despite the size of our union—
have no real clout. They are not a part of any
major decision-making processes on curriculum,
evaluation, or any matter of educational importance.
Teachers across the country are striking for
better wages and are rarely getting as much as
they ask for. It is impossible to enumerate here
all of the ways that teachers are alienated from
their work. Dewey writes, “now either teaching
is an intellectual enterprise or it is a routine mechanical exercise.” He goes on to note that there
is “no way better calculated to retard and discourage the professional spirit than methods
which so entirely relieve teachers of intellectual
responsibility as do the present methods.”11
It should be obvious enough that when individuals have a locus of control over their work
and the system they operate within they are more
interested, dedicated, professional, and successful. In the environment of my school, I feel lucky
that I have an administration and a principal who
support my judgment and advocate on my behalf. It is a testament to the need for all of us
who work in education to continue to operate as
democratically as possible within the system as it

edited by Joanne Boydston (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 2008), 112.
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exists, even when the system’s impetus is towards authoritarianism.
It should be clear enough as well that happy
and dedicated teachers are much more likely to
nurture happy and dedicated students. Dewey

The premise of democratic
character education depends
on democracy functioning in
real-time for every member
within the system.
observes that “the undemocratic suppression of
the individuality of the teacher goes naturally
with the improper restriction of the intelligence
of the mind of the child.”12 There are already a
surplus of undemocratic forces in the life of
every child—an alienated teacher need not be
one of them.
Every morning young people scattered
throughout the Bronx, immigrants from the Dominican Republic, Albania, Nicaragua, Ghana,
and Bangladesh, alongside children from families that have lived here for generations, board
old and perpetually late MTA buses in the early
hours of the morning to ride to school. The
building the students are meant to be learning in
hosts seven other schools and some three thousand other teenagers.
If students leave their schools’ area—one
half of the third floor, in our case—it is considered trespassing, and they are suspended. In order to gain access to their school building, children must wait, sometimes up to 30 minutes, to
go through metal detectors. Their phones are
confiscated. Then, as the system was designed as
preparation for factory work, students are shuffled from class to class by bells. In their classes
they are made to prepare for state tests in every
John Dewey, “Democracy in Education,” The Elementary School Teacher 4, no. 4 (December 1903), 199.
12
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major subject. Their graduation, and their teachers’ evaluations, are contingent upon the results
of these tests. There is not a minute in a child’s
day, from the moment they are scanned upon
entry to the moment when they are dismissed,
that they are not told exactly where to be and
exactly what to do.
Much like subjugated people through history, students do what they can to resist. Many
engage in Martin Luther King Jr.’s creative maladjustment, where students actively resist learning because what they’re being asked to do is dehumanizing. In order to maintain humanity, like
American slaves, the Mexican-American war deserters, the Lowell Mill girls, and countless others, students engage in slow-downs and disruptions. It is often more empowering for a student
to resist an education that is dehumanizing than
be obedient in a system that is unjust.
As the educator Herbert Kohl describes in
his book, I Won’t Learn From You:
Conscious, willed refusal of schooling for political or cultural reasons is not acknowledged as an
appropriate response to oppressive education.
Since students have no way to legitimately criticize the schooling they are subjected to or the
people they are required to learn from, resistance
and rebellion is stigmatized. The system’s problem becomes the victims’ problem.13

A democratic character education would require
a shift in mindset from seeing these students as
threats to the school to seeing them as an essential point of care and focus, a spotlight on the
system’s flaws. In this way, students are an essential democratic check for what aspects of the
institution need to be changed.
In Experience and Education, Dewey explores
the complex relationship between individual
Herbert R. Kohl, I Won’t Learn from You: And Other
Thoughts on Creative Maladjustment (Vancouver: Langara
College, 2003).
13
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freedom and social control, 14 a relationship, I
think, that is at the forefront of every classroom
teacher’s mind when they are standing in front
of a room of disengaged students. Questions run
through the teacher’s head: What am I doing
wrong? Why aren’t they listening? How do I fix
this? And often, in both traditional and supposedly progressive schools, the teacher will forgo
democracy and turn to authority in these moments. We treat the behavior as something that
needs to be corrected, rather than as a symptom
of a contaminated system (or a boring lesson, or
both).
Dewey discusses this struggle by likening
natural social control to what occurs when children play games with one another during recess.
Every game must involve norms and codes of
conduct, and when there is a violation of those,
an individual can act on behalf of the rest of
group in enforcing the rules.15 Social control, in
this case, is a positive force, where the collective
desires of the group establishes expectations for
the community—ones based on a mutual understanding of the means and ends of a particular
activity.
There is also an echo here of Confucius, who
advocated for rites—ceremonies, procedures,
and codes of conduct— as a means of building
and maintaining community. Confucian scholars
would likely suggest that the choice is not between control and freedom, but between social
harmony and social disorder. For those that have
studied early childhood education, it is useful to
recall how essential collaborative, make-believe
play is to a child’s development. Toddlers being
able to construct a pretend world with one another, establish norms and codes of conduct,
and navigate and mitigate conflicts over the nature of the pretend play, is essential for intellectual growth. It is, according to many theorists,
the cornerstone of early childhood education.

It’s not a stretch to say that collaborative,
make-believe play is a kind of Confucian rite.
This natural, cooperative form of social control
stands in direct contrast to the control exercised
in the traditional school. As Dewey puts it:

John Dewey, Experience and Education (New York: Free
Press, 2015).

15

14

The school was not a group or community held
together by participation in common activities.
Consequently, the normal, proper conditions of
control were lacking. Their absence was made up
for, and to considerable extent had to be made
up for, by the direct intervention of the teacher,
who, as the saying went, “kept order.”16

The weight of this truth is evident in the way
classrooms have, past and present, treated marginalized children.
When the Freedmen’s Bureau was formed
by Congress after the Civil War to help former
slaves integrate into White society, the white supremacist ideology that sustained and perpetuated slavery did not disappear, it mutated. The
new and polished form was the white progressive teacher, who was able to stand in front of a
room of black children and say the n-word in a
motherly voice, while Klansmen and moderates
protested her actions.
When the Carlisle School was formed to integrate indigenous peoples, those students who
did not comply with the stripping of their culture, language, dress, and traditions were beaten
with paddles and whipped with belts. The overt
nature of this ideology has certainly changed
since the 19th century, but the underlying principle—that discipline and punishment build
character—is still present.
Girls across the country since the beginning
of formalized education have been put into
boxes and told what they can and cannot be,
what they can and cannot say, what they can and
cannot wear, and what they can and cannot feel.

16

Dewey, Experience and Education.
Dewey, Experience and Education.
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Black boys are already more likely to get suspended for the same infractions as their White
peers in kindergarten. The modern school-toprison pipeline has been discussed for a long
time, and the pipeline is still flowing.

It’s not a stretch to say that
collaborative, make-believe play
is a kind of Confucian rite.
The building I work in has more than a
dozen security officers present at all times, and
when a student is in crisis, at least eight follow
them around the hallway as a matter of procedure—never mind the incredible amount of further distress this must cause the student. A few
weeks ago, a ninth-grade girl was tackled by eight
officers and handcuffed after refusing to leave
the building. As long as “keeping order” is the
business of the teacher and administration—rather than the collective goal of students and
teachers alike—there will be radically authoritarian instances like these. What ceaselessly amazes
me as a teacher is how fearless and resilient children can be in the face of all this.
Sometimes after my third period class,
Thomas, one of my eleventh-grade students, will
stay in my room during his lunch. He is in my
guitar class right after, so we’ll walk down to the
music room together, a few minutes before fifth
period starts. Thomas is a small, devout Christian who came to the United States from Ghana
in 2011. When Thomas does go to lunch, he is
known for preaching to the other students,
though he is not invasive or pedantic and will
only approach students if they indicate that they
are interested in hearing what he has to say. He
is so eloquent and engaging that, when he does
speak, groups of students who were not initially
involved in the conversation will join only to listen.
When Thomas stays in my room, I, too, do
a lot of listening. He tells me about his
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upbringing in Ghana, the elementary school
teachers he had that he admired, his opinions on
Kwame Nkrumah, and what he believes are the
root causes of the shortcomings of pan-Africanism, socialism, and neocolonial Africa. He tells
me about his views on American education,
seamlessly weaving proverbs and psalms that
he’s memorized into his thoughts. He tells me
how he feels about the other students. And he
tells me what it is that he wants from his life.
Barring his disdain for my lack of religiosity, the
conversations are incredibly pleasant, and often
the highlight of my day.
After a particularly difficult class, Thomas
stayed after with me and I broached with him the
question of individual freedom and social control. We had spoken about similar topics before
and, knowing how he had admired some of his
teachers in Ghana, I thought I would pick his
brain about what in the classroom and the
school could be different. He thought for a moment, and then told me I had the dichotomy entirely wrong.
The question is not about freedom. Everyone
has freedom. We are all masters of our own destiny. Just because some obstacles have been put
in our way does not mean we do not have freedom. These students are free to walk out of class
every day, stand up and shout on the desks, and
free to never return if they wish. When the
school tries to control students, the student still
knows that they are free to act how they wish.
The question is really about whether it should be
the teacher in charge of the student, using personal power to try and say, “I have control over
you,” or the students controlling and mastering
themselves. How can the student master themselves when all around them the world tries to
master them?

About twenty minutes after this conversation,
we walk down to the music room together, and
the topic has changed to Judaism and Christianity. Thomas would like to know why I am not

The Journal of School & Society
ISSN 2575-9922
6(2) 53-65
©Author(s) 2019

religious, and if I can open my heart to spirituality. Ten minutes later I show Thomas how to
play “Wonderwall,” by Oasis, on guitar. A few
minutes later he is practicing, and back talking
with his friends.
When I taught a Government course last
year to all graduating seniors, I asked students to
tell me what they thought about democracy. We
had studied Socrates and the advent of direct democracy in Greece (though many rightly disputed whether this was a true democracy), and I
wanted to know whether they believed this system was effective in protecting an individual’s
ability to pursue the kind of life they wanted.
Many students didn’t know what to say. From
their responses, they indicated that they had had
very little experience of what democracy actually
was. One girl said that if the United States was a
democracy, there was no way it could be the
most effective system. I didn’t know what to say
in response.
Democratic character education requires
several things. It requires an awareness of the
spatiality and temporality in which the character
education is taking place. It requires that moral
exemplars are evaluated cooperatively, students
and teachers together. It requires that the teacher
and student are aware of the undemocratic
forces that the state explicitly endorses in the history classroom, or is complicit in allowing. It requires an awareness of the corrosive effects of
ideology. It requires that we recognize that while
all human beings wish to live in dignity, not all
cultures specifically endorse the narrow visions
of natural rights implicit in Western rhetoric.
And it requires that we fight—schools, teachers,
parents, and students together—for a system
that allows us to teach, learn, and live with freedom and dignity.
I think the people on the wall in my classroom demonstrate the power of democracy,
even under authoritarian structures. I like having
their frames hanging in the back of my room.
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Character education is a dangerous concept, but
even more dangerous when democratic ideals
are taken lightly. Students, teachers, and all
stakeholders must experience democracy in the
school system. It is time that we view their rebellion as a symptom of injustice, just as the actions
of John Brown, John Dewey, Harriet Tubman,
Eugene Debs, Mother Jones, Alice Paul, Fannie
Lou Hamer, Geronimo of the Apache, Chief Joseph of the Nez Perce, and Sitting Bull of the
Lakota, Marsha P. Johnson, Sylvia Rivera, and
Fred Hampton were all symptoms of injustice.
Joshua Rosen is a K-12 History and Music teacher. Currently, he teaches AP US History, US History, Introduction to Guitar, and coaches the Girls Tennis team at
Bronx Compass High School in New York City.
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Ethics for Moral
Fundamentalists1
Steven Fesmire
Radford University

As a philosophy professor whose specializations include ethics and politics, recent semesters
have inevitably spotlighted current conditions of
American moral and political discourse. I invite
you to sit in on one of my Spring 2019 ethics
classes. There’s nothing exceptional about this
class, but a visit may reveal one of many ways in
which professors in the humanities are struggling right now to create a better context for
constructive discourse and decision-making.
I sometimes ask my students to bring examples of people weighing in on a contemporary
issue such as immigration or reproduction. How
many of those people, I ask, would knowingly
raise their hand and pledge the following?
There’s a single basis of moral and political life,
and this supreme basis determines the right way
to proceed. I have access to this supreme basis.
When others don’t agree with me, it’s because
they have the wrong faith commitments or they
aren’t analyzing things properly. Agreement with
me is a prerequisite to solving our problems.
Consequently, I have nothing to learn about
these matters from those who disagree with me.
Their participation is, at best, an irrelevant distraction and, at worst, an evil to be defeated. My
diagnosis of the issue has precisely captured all
that is morally or politically relevant. It’s exhaustive, hence beyond revision and reformulation.

This piece was first published in Inside Higher Education,
(April 9, 2019), https://www.insidehighered.com/advice/2019/04/09/teaching-constructive-discourse-current-environment-opinion.
1
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After my students and I swap stories about those
who might blithely take such a pledge, we invariably conclude that the pledgers are outnumbered by their counterparts: conservatives, liberals, and radicals who would, upon conscious reflection, reject this outright as cocksure arrogance. Moreover, it quickly becomes clear that
this pledge—especially beginning with the third
sentence—doesn’t speak to the sort of people
my students wish to become.
And yet, our class conversation continues,
how many of us certified broader-minded souls
act as though complex problems come prepackaged with our singular interpretation of them?
Do we prejudge and offhandedly dismiss alternative diagnoses of shared moral issues? However open-minded we may seem to ourselves, do
we react to others as though we are navigating
with the one, universal moral compass? In sum,
are our real moral habits implicated in this pledge
most of us would disavow?
At this point, I introduce another classroom
activity, from philosopher Anthony Weston’s A
21st Century Ethical Toolbox.2 Suppose we wanted
to codify rules to make moral and political debates as fruitless as possible. The idea here, Weston explains, is to spell out rules that maximize
the distance between “us” and “them” and that
ensure that creative, constructive possibilities go
forever unnoticed. For example, Weston suggests, you might consider things like “approach
the debate as a zero-sum game,” “emphasize disagreements,” “widen the gulf that separates our
concerns,” “stereotype the other side,” and “be
angrier and talk louder than others.”
I divide students into groups and ask them
to develop 10 more rules. They come up with an
excellent toolkit for sabotaging dialogue. “Be
visibly offended by any questioning of your
Anthony Weston, A 21st Century Ethical Toolbox (4th edition), (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017).
2
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conclusions,” “denounce moderate voices as
morally complicit sellouts,” and “prepare your
comeback instead of listening.” Gradually some
of the fun fades, and the discussion shifts from
a playful game to serious cultural criticism.
Is there any link between the “pledge” activity and your devious new toolkit, I ask? The
sense of the class is that the toolkit clarifies the
practical upshot of “the pledge” activity, identifying some of the behaviors legitimized and exercised by this outlook. We all end up recogniz-
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problems that our values must speak to. Our
moral and political beliefs are nourished in this
conflicted social matrix, resulting in moral jetlag.
Due in part to this moral jetlag, many of us
have an uneasy relationship with our inherited
“moral fundamentalism,” to give a name to the
cluster of habits exhibited in “the pledge.” The
term moral fundamentalism was coined by philosopher Mark Johnson as a synonym for moral
absolutism. Its rejection, as a general outlook, by
whatever name, has entered politics and policy

How many of us certified broader-minded souls act as though
complex problems come prepackaged with our singular
interpretation of them?
ing some of these behaviors in ourselves, myself
included. Shifting uncomfortably in our complicity, my students and I then pause to explore
our cognitive dissonance. Perhaps we’re merely
hypocrites, parading open-mindedness while betraying its opposite. But I think there’s also
something more philosophically interesting at
work.
To explain, let’s now step out into the hall.
We’ll leave the class uninhibited by the professor’s diagnoses and prescriptions.
I’ll begin by introducing the terms “moral
jetlag” and “moral fundamentalism.” The philosopher John Dewey proposed soon after the
atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki
that citizens of techno-industrial nations suffer
from “cultural lag.” I’ll call this “moral jetlag,” a
condition in which most of the basic alternatives
we have on hand to think and talk about moral
and political life—from customary moralizing to
sophisticated theorizing—were developed,
canned, and pickled on a shelf so long ago that
they now lag far behind the multifaceted
Horst W. J. Rittel and Melvin M. Webber, “Dilemmas
in a General Theory of Planning,” Policy Sciences 4, no. 2
(June 1973): 155-169.
3

in part through extensive research on “wicked
problems,” inspired by Horst W. Rittell and Melvin M. Webber and now ubiquitous in the field
of environmental studies.3
To be more precise, a moral fundamentalist
might be defined as someone who holds, at the
very least, that there is: 1) a single right way to
diagnose moral or political problems; and 2) a
single approvable solution to any particular
problem. This definition clarifies the sense in
which moral fundamentalism is a vice. The chief
problem, from a moral fundamentalist’s point of
view, is always presumed to be that others don’t
get the problem. Or the main problem is presumed to be the general failure of others to bow
to our brilliant solutions. Never mind the unnoticed parts of the mess obfuscated by our way of
casting the problem. Unlike their concerns, ours
have overriding force—because they’re valueneutral and free of interest-driven rationalizations and inherited biases.
But, unfortunately, when we suppose our diagnosis of the problem is exhaustive, we
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autocratically predefine what’s relevant and we
prejudge alternative formulations without dialogue.
What happens, then, to opportunities for
learning our way together across a spectrum of
values, beliefs, and concerns? In public disputes,
competing moral fundamentalist camps restrict
the sympathies of in-groups to an exclusive
channel. The result is either/or thinking, attended by tendencies to oversimplify and quests
for purity. In this way, moral fundamentalism
blocks the way to discovering shared toeholds to
debate and achieve social goals like security,
health, sustainability, and justice. It encourages
antagonism toward excluded standpoints, closure to being surprised by the complexity of
many problems, neglect of the context in which
decisions are made, obtuseness about one’s own
truncated framework, and a related general indifference to public processes and adaptive policies. It may be progressive in one dimension of
a problem, but typically at the cost of being regressive with respect to concerns that are offthe-radar of our idealizations.
Moral fundamentalism is a vice because it
obstructs communication, constricts deliberation about what is possible, and underwrites bad
decisions. It makes the worst of our native impulses toward social bonding and antagonism.
Meanwhile, reactionary nihilism is merely moral
fundamentalism’s mirror image, setting up a
false dilemma that is yet another symptom of our
moral jetlag. We’d be better off if we’d experiment with how far we can go, as teachers, to create a learning context in which we steer between
what philosopher Catherine Elgin aptly calls
“the absolute and the arbitrary.”4
Returning from the hall to find my students
engaged in a spirited discussion, let’s pause to
ask what we, as teachers, want for them. Among
diverse educational values, most of us want our
Catherine Z. Elgin, Between the Absolute and the Arbitrary
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997).
4
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students to become humane, compassionate, active, and informed problem-solvers in a world
that, at best, is too often indifferent to their welfare—and, at worst, sends many of them daily
signals that their lives are of lesser worth than
students from the other side of their hometown.
Teaching students to oppose others’ moral
fundamentalism with their (or our) own won’t
achieve what we want for them. Exercising and
reinforcing moral fundamentalist habits perpetuates the root problems.
To improve conditions of American moral
and political discourse, teachers need to aim for
something more genuinely radical than moral
fundamentalism: we need to develop class activities and curricula that support confidence and
resistance without puritanical zealotry, courage
in confronting problems without expectation of
absolute certainty, democratic participation
without fatalistic resignation or paralyzing guilt,
frank speech without oversimplification, and
moral clarity without incorrigibility.
Steven Fesmire is Professor of Philosophy at Radford
University. His recent public philosophy work has appeared in places such as Salon, USA Today, The
Chronicle of Higher Education, Inside Higher Ed, The
Conversation, Huffington Post, The Humanist, The Key
Reporter, Education Week, and Vermont Public Radio.
He is the author of John Dewey and Moral Imagination:
Pragmatism in Ethics (Indiana University Press, 2003),
winner of a 2005 Choice “Outstanding Academic Title”
award. He is also the author of Dewey (Routledge Press,
2015), winner of a 2015 Choice “Outstanding Academic Title” award. Most recently, he is editor of The
Oxford Handbook of Dewey (Oxford University Press,
2019), and he is completing two book manuscripts: Beyond Moral Fundamentalism: Pluralism in Ethics, Education, and Politics, and Ignorance of Context: Cultivating an Ecological Imagination in Ethics, Education,
and Politics.
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Supernaturalism: What’s a
Deweyan to Do?
Aaron J. Ghiloni1
University of Queensland

Think of fairies. Do images of voting booths,
protest marches, and town squares come to
mind? Likely not. Those are images from the
realm of the republic, not the Otherworld. According to an influential theory of democracy,
the supernatural incites antidemocratic urges by
isolating human interests. Democracy means
light: science, rational discourse, the give-andtake of freedom. Miracles and ghosts and mystical encounters sever us from social encounter,
serving to undermine citizenship. Democracy
dies in in the mist. Supernaturalism is thus rendered political. To think of fairies is, in the words
of the Irish poet William Butler Yeats, to retreat
from “this century of great engines and spinning-jinnies” and return to the “the old dead
beautiful world of romance.”2
My experience teaching an undergraduate
course, “The History of the Supernatural,” has
led me to rethink the causal link between supernaturalism and cultural withdrawal. This course,
whose subject matter ranges from zombies and
vampires to Reformation-era Antichrist broadsides, has drawn my attention to the capacity of
the supernatural to induce curiosity and compassion for fellow citizens. Rather than insulating us
An earlier version of this paper was published as Aaron
J. Ghiloni, “Teaching Democracy by Teaching
Supernaturalism,” Religions 10, no. 8 (2019). Copyright is
retained by the author.
2 William Butler Yeats, Irish Fairy Tales (London: T.
Fisher Unwin, 1892), 1.
3 Peter Berger, A Rumor of Angels: Modern Society and the
Rediscovery of the Supernatural (Garden City, NY: Anchor
Books, 1970), 3.
1
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from our strange neighbors via “metaphysical
terror,” 3 supernatural beliefs can operate as a
catalyst for civic imagination. Education is necessary to democracy, but education need not be
the unenchanted type dreaded by Yeats, where
“lecturers with their black coats and tumblers of
water, have driven away the goblin kingdom and
made silent the feet of the little dancers.”4
In the middle of this paper are two sections.
The first section concerns theory: an (alleged)
link between supernaturalism and the erosion of
democracy is analyzed. The second section concerns pedagogy: the (potential) contribution of
teaching supernaturalism to intercultural
knowledge and social empathy is described. The
paper is structured in this way to demonstrate
the idea that pedagogy tests, critiques, and generates theory. The way religions are taught in the
university influences how we think about religion. The classroom does more than inform individuals—it forms public and political consciousness. Influential scholars of religion, such
as Wilfred Cantwell Smith and Jonathan Z.
Smith, were thus keenly interested in pedagogics
of religious studies—given the larger implications of education for human life. The latter
thought a PhD should not be conferred until one
had studied pedagogics. Why? Teaching is an integral way religion scholarship remains connected to the public.5 The former wrote, “if as a
teacher and scholar one does not enable one’s
students and readers to see and to feel it”—and
by “it,” W. C. Smith means the dreaming-exulting-fearing religiosity of human beings— "then
one has failed ... to arrive at knowledge.” 6
Yeats, Irish Fairy Tales, 1.
Jonathan Z. Smith, On Teaching Religion (Oxford and
New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 41, also see
chapter five.
6 Wilfred Cantwell Smith, Towards a World Theology: Faith
and the Comparative History of Religion (Philadelphia:
Westminster Press, 1981), 65.
4
5
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Knowledge of the paranormal is human and humanizing. By treating mythologies and magic as
seriously as subjects of human consciousness,
the classroom creates communities.

John Dewey’s Critique of the
Supernatural
John Dewey is one of the great American philosophers of democracy. Dewey’s noteworthy contribution was to associate the creation of a free
and democratic society with public education. A
citizenry educated is prerequisite to a citizenry
democratic. But for the same reason, Dewey was
an adversary of supernaturalism. “Laissez-faire
individualism,” he wrote, “is a secularized version of the doctrine of a supernatural soul.”7
Dewey opposed “unseen powers” for a mixture of reasons.8 He was a naturalist, so he rejected supernaturalism on scientific grounds.
Dewey saw “natural experience” as the origin of
religious values and resisted ecclesiastical attempts to regulate religion to a higher sphere of
John Dewey, “Anti-Naturalism in Extremis,” in The
Later Works of John Dewey: 15, ed. Jo Ann Boydston
(Carbondale and Edwardsville, IL: Southern Illinois
University Press, 1989), 61.
8 Reference to “unseen powers” is made throughout
John Dewey’s A Common Faith (New Haven, CN: Yale
University Press, 1934). It is a term he borrowed from
the Oxford Dictionary (p. 3). Citations from A Common
Faith are from the Yale University Press edition as it is
more widely available than the critical edition by Southern Illinois University Press which is published in Volume 9 of The Later Works of John Dewey, edited by Jo Ann
Boydston (1986).
9 Dewey, A Common Faith, 6.
10 John Dewey, “Syllabus: The Pragmatic Movement of
Contemporary Thought,” in The Middle Works of John
Dewey: 4, ed. Jo Ann Boydston (Carbondale and
Edwardsville, IL: Southern Illinois University Press,
1977), 257.
11 Critiques of Dewey’s position by those who are otherwise sympathetic to his pragmatism are common. For example, Nel Noddings says, “A Common Faith is arguably
7
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experience. 9 He was an instrumentalist, so he
sought to retain values associated with religion
while emptying religion of doctrinal substance,
especially belief in otherworldly beings. By identifying religion with practical morality, Dewey
emphasized the “irrelevancy of ‘supernormal’
phenomena, even if genuine.” 10 But Dewey’s
theological argument against supernaturalism is
neither his most innovative nor his most pragmatic.11 Dewey’s larger reason for opposing the
supernatural is political—Dewey rejected the supernatural because he was a democrat.
Dewey viewed democracy as part of a divine
plan, as revelation, as incarnation. 12 Early in
adult life, he swapped supernaturalism for democracy in his construal of Christianity. This
tradeoff is expressed most vociferously in
Dewey’s little book on religion, A Common Faith.
This publication of his 1934 Terry Lectures describes the ideals and values that give “stability
and peace” to human community as located in
interhuman relationships such as that “of husband and wife, of parent and child, friend and

one of John Dewey’s least effective books,” in “Looking
Forward from A Common Faith,” Education and Culture 25,
no. 2 (2009), 12. Richard Rorty calls A Common Faith “unambitious and half-hearted,” in Philosophy as Cultural Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 36.
Reinhold Niebuhr described A Common Faith as a “footnote on religion” in “A Footnote on Religion,” Nation,
no. 139 (1934).
12 In an early essay, “Christianity and Democracy” (originally a Sunday morning address delivered at a service of
the Students’ Christian Association at the University of
Michigan), Dewey writes, “Democracy thus appears as
the means by which the revelation of truth is carried on.
It is in democracy . . . that the incarnation of God in man
. . . becomes a living, present thing, having its ordinary
and natural sense. This truth is brought down to life; its
segregation removed: it is made a common truth enacted
in all departments of action, not in one isolated sphere
called religious.” John Dewey, “Christianity and
Democracy,” in The Early Works of John Dewey: 4, ed. Jo
Ann Boydston (Carbondale and Edwardsville, IL:
Southern Illinois University Press, 1971), 9.
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friend, neighbor and neighbor.” 13 To locate
these ideals, instead, in a “supernatural and
other-worldly locus,” is to dilute their power.14
He wrote, “the objection to supernaturalism is
that it stands in the way of an effective realization of the sweep and depth of the implications
of natural human relations.”15
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“One Thing” may exist independent of all other
things, naturalists presume that a single “Total
Event” comprises all things. Lewis thus portrays
naturalism as assigning democratic equality to
every existent thing: a system in which all things
are “all equally dependent” is likened to “democratic sovereignty.” In reverse, the image of a

The problem is not simply that believers in pre-modern cosmology
are ill-informed. A flat earth never tripped anybody. The problem is
the real-world political effects of supernatural claims.
Dewey’s argument against the supernatural
is a form of guilt by association—or rather, guilt
by lack of association. The problem is not simply
that believers in pre-modern cosmology are illinformed. A flat earth never tripped anybody.
The problem is the real-world political effects of
supernatural claims. Religions that depend
“upon the supernatural,” Dewey wrote in his
ninth decade, “have been . . . the source of violent conflict, and destructive of basic human values.”16 Belief in real demons precedes demonization of rivals.17 A claim to “supernatural guidance” undergirds “fanaticism” in wiping out
“heresies.” 18 The netherworld undermines the
neighborhood.
Reader, kindly permit a parenthesis. Dewey’s
coupling of naturalism and democracy is echoed
by an unlikely peer—C. S. Lewis. While Lewis’
fame is as Narnia’s creator, he is also the writer
of influential apologetic works. Lewis’ Miracles
explains that supernaturalists and naturalists differ on basic but key issues, such as the meaning
of “nature.” Where supernaturalists accept that

“king who has sovereignty and the people have
not” describes how supernaturalists privilege the
One Thing which exists outside the system.
“Naturalism gives us a democratic, Supernaturalism a monarchical, picture of reality.”19 A world
with Deeper Magic is world with a king.
Dewey and Lewis would come to much different conclusions, but they agree on this: the
truth difference between naturalism and supernaturalism is (at least) a socio-historical difference. Dewey acknowledged that supernaturalism
was once “natural”— humanity’s established
way for explaining and coping with extraordinary forces.20 Lewis, too, notes that the social order creates metaphysical expectations: “Supernaturalism first arose from reading into the universe the structure of monarchical societies,”
while “naturalism has arisen from reading into it
the structure of modern democracies.”21 Dewey
thought this was no longer true. Lewis agreed:

Dewey, A Common Faith, 70, 71.
Dewey, A Common Faith, 71.
15 Dewey, A Common Faith, 80.
16 John Dewey, “Contribution to ‘Religion and the
Intellectuals’,” in The Later Works of John Dewey: 16, ed. Jo
Ann Boydston (Carbondale and Edwardsville, IL:
Southern Illinois University Press, 1991), 394. Brought to
my attention by Steven Rockefeller, John Dewey: Religious

Faith and Democratic Humanism (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1991), 378.
17 See Philip Almond, The Devil: A New Biography (Ithaca,
NY: Cornell University Press, 2014), 11, 38.
18 Dewey, “Anti-Naturalism in Extremis,” 58.
19 C. S. Lewis, Miracles: A Preliminary Study (New York:
Simon & Schuster, 1947), 14-16.
20 Dewey, A Common Faith, 69.
21 Lewis, Miracles, 15-16.

13
14

Supernaturalism is the characteristic philosophy
of a monarchical age and Naturalism of a
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democratic, in the sense that Supernaturalism,
even if false, would have been believed by the
great mass of unthinking people four hundred
years ago, just as Naturalism, even if false, will be
believed by the great mass of unthinking people
today.22

Although Lewis associated naturalism with a
“great mass” of un-thinkers, Dewey worried that
naturalism would not so easily gain consensus.
Dewey diagnosed a modern “anti-naturalism”
which appeals to an authority outside of nature
and thus “outside men’s connections with one
another in society.”23 Persistent reference to the
supernatural in an era of science undermines the
very communal ideals it once sustained. Supernaturalism does not just skirt science, it compromises community: “depreciation of natural social
values has resulted . . . from reference of their
origin and significance to supernatural
sources.” 24 If enchantment requires a king, his
stratagem is divide and conquer.
Mysticism was explained in a similar way.
Dewey acknowledged that mysticism is natural—mystical experiences are so common that
Dewey describes them as “normal manifestations” occurring rhythmically throughout life.25
But Dewey laicizes mysticism: no divine–human
encounter is necessary to have religious feeling.
He thus objects to using mysticism as a religious
apologetic, a common move by liberal theologians to validate doctrine. By clothing itself in the
hooded cloak of numinousness, religion turns
away from the common person and encourages
sectarianism: “Religion has lost itself in cults,
dogmas, and myths. Consequently, the office of
Lewis, Miracles, 16.
Dewey, “Anti-Naturalism in Extremis,” 54.
24 Dewey, A Common Faith, 71.
25 Dewey, A Common Faith, 37.
26 John Dewey, Human Nature and Conduct. The Middle
Works of John Dewey: 14, ed. Jo Ann Boydston
(Carbondale and Edwardsville, IL: Southern Illinois
University Press, 1988), 226. For a discussion of
22
23
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religion as a sense of community and one’s place
in it has been lost.”26
This is not the space for a full analysis of
Dewey’s religious views, but two contextual matters stand out for their relevance to democracy.
First, Dewey’s critique of mysticism and the supernatural issues from his longstanding opposition to dualism. A Common Faith addresses the
problem of “two minds” and “two camps” from
its very first sentence. 27 A “two realms” outlook—one religious, one scientific—protects
appeals to the paranormal from examination.28
Contrasting forms of intellectual authority sit
side by side like an awkward seating arrangement
at a dinner party.
While such a dualism might be justified by
insisting that religion is a matter of private belief,
religion is more than belief. Religion impacts on
law, family, marriage, ethics, ecology—life. Theology walks with a large social footprint. Dewey
believed that the dualism implied by supernaturalism wrought social losses which weakened democracy. Thus, his attack on supernaturalism
doubles as an attack on Christian anti-sociability.
A truly “catholic” church is one fully engaged in
the social ferments of “war, economic injustice,
political corruption.”29 But this was impossible,
or at least intellectually inconsistent, “as long as
social values are related a supernatural.”30 “I cannot understand how any realization of the democratic ideal as a vital moral and spiritual ideal in
human affairs is possible without surrender of
the conception of the basic division to which supernatural Christianity is committed.”31
Second, Dewey’s book is religiously optimistic. By linking “the democratic ideal” with a
mysticism across the work of Dewey, see Rockefeller,
John Dewey, 501-512.
27 Dewey, A Common Faith, 1.
28 Dewey, A Common Faith, 38, 73.
29 Dewey, A Common Faith, 82.
30 Dewey, A Common Faith, 83.
31 Dewey, A Common Faith, 84.
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“spiritual ideal,” he indicates positive hopes for
the future of faith. The flipside of rejecting supernaturalism is not rejecting religion, but rather,
embracing civic religion. Though Dewey polemicized against supernatural Christianity, he evangelized for a scientifically-oriented ecumenism.
After exorcising ghosts from the temple, Dewey
invites the people back in. By describing religion
in democratic terms, Dewey hopes to reclaim religion’s emotional power on behalf of the public.
He is anticlerical, not atheistic. 32 Dewey calls
shared life a “miracle,” and communication a
“mystic force.”33 Religion is feeling, created by
and for humans—not vampires, revenants, or
fairies.

Teaching the Supernatural
How does a Deweyan educator teach the supernatural? The Deweyan is me—I have written
two monographs interpreting Dewey’s thought,
I have paid dues to the John Dewey Society since
2011, and, of the thirty-seven volumes of
Dewey’s collected works, I own thirty-eight. I
keep two copies of Middle Works, Volume 10.
What can I say? I’m a fan.
Although I have been discussing Dewey’s religious and metaphysical views, Dewey’s philosophy of education is much more well-regarded,
even among Dewey’s followers. Dewey saw the
school as a “social institution” and education as
a process of inheriting the “funded capital of civilization.”34 While a society-focused pedagogy is
On these terms as applied to A Common Faith, see
Richard Rorty, Achieving Our Country: Leftist Thought in
Twentieth Century America (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1998), 142n8.
33 See John Dewey, Reconstruction in Philosophy. The Middle
Works of John Dewey: 12, ed. Jo Ann Boydston
(Carbondale and Edwardsville, IL: Southern Illinois
University Press, 1988), 201.
34 John Dewey, “My Pedagogic Creed,” in The Early
Works of John Dewey: 5, ed. Jo Ann Boydston (Carbondale
32
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readily applied to liberal arts subjects, it often
must be made explicit in a religious studies context, when historical beliefs seem fanciful or obsolete to undergraduates. And so, when I was
scheduled to teach “The History of the Supernatural” in a public university, my reaction was
twofold. First, I questioned what counted as evidence in this context. This epistemological
question was intertwined with a second quandary: what public good does studying the supernatural serve? Are there positive social outcomes
from learning about leprechauns?

Dewey calls shared life a
“miracle,” and communication
a “mystic force.” Religion is
feeling, created by and for
humans—not vampires,
revenants, or fairies.
The History of the Supernatural is a firstyear course with a large enrollment. Students are
curious—especially about whether I think demons and angels are real. Course content focuses on the early modern era, and I emphasize
the historiographical task of looking for effects of
supernatural stories on people rather than superimposing a method of verification that was not
utilized by them.35 Even our common definition
of the term “supernatural” is superimposed—
early moderns tended to think of paranormal

and Edwardsville, IL: Southern Illinois University Press,
1972).
35 On this approach, see Brad S. Gregory, “The Other
Confessional History: On Secular Bias in the Study of
Religion,” History and Theory 45, no. 4 (2006). While Gregory’s “What did it mean to them?” approach may be a
“holding position” (as Darren Oldridge says in The
Supernatural in Tudor and Stuart England (London:
Routledge, 2016), 12) it takes seriously the role of ideas in
shaping historical events and provides sufficient content
for a first-year course.
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marvels as intermixed with natural processes.36
present life—doing so sharpens history’s “ethiSixteenth-century witches used “vncouthe poycal value” and “moral significance.”40 Thus, my
sons,” King James VI and I explained in his Daesupernaturalism course sets evidential questions
monologie (1597), but these were “composed of
to the side, not in the name of relativism, but so
thinges naturall.” Just as divine sacraments are
that we can focus on how ideas of the extraordi“earthlie,” but have a “heavenlie effect,” the
nary served practical purposes. For example, raDevil works in physical realm. Satan was said to
ther than following the lead of the Fairy Investiafflict humans by increasing the production of
gation Society and collecting modern proofs of
the melaina khole (black bile) already present in
fairy sightings and angelic encounters, I emphathe body—the Prince of the Air trades in human
size how fairy tales spoke to the real emotional
fluids. 37 So when
world of early modern
Dewey speculates that a
Irish and Celtic civilizaMy supernaturalism course
diabolus ex machina mentions. Or, in explaining
sets
evidential
questions
to
the
tality characterizes suDía de los Muertos, I show
pernaturalism, this is
how mortuary ceremoside, not in the name of
too simplistic: early
nies and calaveras not
relativism,
but
so
that
we
can
modern characterizaonly honor the dead, but
focus on how ideas of the
tions of the underworld
also serve as a form of
double as political punextraordinary served practical political resistance (such
38
ditry. For example, a
as defying the Ameripurposes.
Reformation illustrator
canization of Mexico).
depicts two six-breasted demons pulling priests
This does not mean that I insist that otherand Turks into hell (Figure 1). One demon wears
worldly encounters are not historical—for exama tiara, the other wears a turban, signifying a
ple, we discuss how the Satanic Verses incident
pope and a sultan—the Prince of Darkness
has been treated by Muslims as both historically
wears human hats.39
factual and as a forgery—only that the question
A Deweyan educational approach is to teach
of meaning enables social contextualization of
historical subjects for their value in addressing
ideas.41
See Oldridge, The Supernatural in Tudor and Stuart
England, 12. Dewey acknowledges something similar in A
Common Faith, 69.
37 Referring to the four humors in the body, King James
VI and I says the Devil “knowes well inough what humor
domines most in anie of vs, and as a spirite hee can subtillie walken vp the same, making it peccant, or to
abounde, as he thinkes meete for troubling of vs, when
God will so permit him.” See King James VI and I, Daemonologie: In Forme of a Dialogie, Diuided into Three Bookes
(Edinburgh: Printed by Robert Walde-graue, Printer to
the Kings Majestie, 1597). Also see Brian Levack, The
Devil Within: Possession and Exorcism in the Christian West
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013), 118.
38 James VI and I’s Daemonologie is not only a theological
tract, but also James’ attempt to consolidate “his kingship
with his position as the head of the Church of England,”
36

notes Katherine Howe, ed. in The Penguin Book of Witches
(Penguin: New York, 2014), 30. Writing at the time of
the Second World War, Dewey refers to diabolus ex
machina as a non-naturalistic device used to explain the
presence of evil. See Dewey, “Anti-Naturalism in
Extremis,” 61.
39 Print by Matthias Gerung (c. 1546). Available at The
British Museum, item number 1895,0122.45, and online
at www.britishmuseum.org.
40 John Dewey, Democracy and Education. The Middle Works
of John Dewey: 9, ed. Jo Ann Boydston (Carbondale and
Edwardsville, IL: Southern Illinois University Press,
1985), 221-222, 225. For an earlier development of this
point, see Dewey, “Moral Significance of Common
School Studies.”
41 Various stances on the historicity of the Satanic verses
have been held by Muslims: see Shahab Ahmed, Before
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Figure 1: “Apocalypse” by Matthias Gerung (c.
1546)

This is a simple methodological distinction,
but it makes a great deal of difference in ensuring
Orthodoxy: The Satanic Verses in Early Islam (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 2017), 3. Also see Gregory,
“The Other Confessional History: On Secular Bias in the
Study of Religion,” 148.
42 Dewey, “My Pedagogic Creed,” 84.
43 Dewey, “Moral Significance of Common School
Studies,” 213.
44 George Gifford, A Dialogue Concerning Witches and Witchcraftes: In Which is Laide Open How Craftely the Diuell Deceiueth Not Onely the Witches but Many Other and So Leadeth
Them Awrie Into Many Great Errours (London: Printed by
John Windet for Tobie Cooke and Mihil Hart, 1593). For
this translation, as well as helpful commentary on the
pastoral nature of Gifford’s account, see Howe, ed. The
Penguin Book of Witches, 22-29, 241-243.

75

that course content remains focused on what
Dewey calls “the social consciousness.”42 Dewey
said schooling is moral when it enables a student
to “sympathetically and imaginatively to appreciate the social scene in which he is a partaker; to
realize his own indebtedness.”43 From the point
of view of democratic educational theory, debating whether fairy stories are corroborable is less
important than addressing how these tales addressed real-world issues such as gender, patriarchy, desire, and agency. This distinction is itself
a part of the history of the supernatural. Early
modern concerns about witchcraft were approached by writers such as George Gifford as a
pastoral matter rather than a scientific or apologetic issue. Less important than whether or not
there “be no witches” was the matter of how
wiccaphobia—manifesting in contentious witch
trials—was misplaced. A Christian should fear
the Devil rather than “an old woman in the parish.”44 Here is the pedagogical effect of this distinction: by focusing on belief’s practical effects,
we can vitiate modernity’s Science vs. Religion
dead-end, situating the supernatural within the
rumble of communal life. Rationality is calibrated socially.
This seems to work. At the end of my first
semester teaching this subject, students were invited to complete surveys gauging how they interpreted the course content. 45 Student
Four open-ended questions were asked, with students
invited to interpret the questions however they saw fit
and to feel free to use non-academic language. The questions were: Do you personally think believing in the supernatural is connected to being religious? Is it reasonable to believe in the supernatural? Does the supernatural
have a connection with spirituality? How has your view
of the supernatural changed over the course of the semester? The methodology used to gather and interpret
these responses was a form of action–reflection educational research, an approach used widely in adult education and teacher education. Action-reflection research
puts teachers in the position of investigators, asking
questions about their own classrooms and pedagogies.
The form of action-reflection used here was adapted
45
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responses suggest that the supernatural may not
be as anti-democratic as my Deweyan mind had
supposed. For example, students were asked
whether it was reasonable to believe in the supernatural. Their responses reveal that, whether
or not they personally believed paranormal phenomena to be possible, they were able to see
how supernatural belief had a positive social
function. One student wrote:
I believe it is rational to believe in the supernatural, whether it’s believing in ghosts as form of
coping and understanding death, or using the explanation of elves and fairies to come to terms
with how things occur in the natural world, or
explaining odd behavior.

This was a highly-affirmative response—the
same student spoke of already having a strong
interest in the topic before taking the course—
and should be taken with a grain of salt. It is
more interesting to look at skeptical responses.
When asked if it was reasonable to believe in the
supernatural, one undergraduate replied, “Yes.
from the critical incident approach developed by Stephen
Brookfield. Brookfield’s The Skillful Teacher: On Technique,
Trust, and Responsiveness in the Classroom (San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass, 1990), describes “brief written reports compiled by students about their experience of learning” (31).
Rather than asking students to rate a teacher or the
course content on a numerical scale, a critical incident report asks students to explain their own learning. The idea
is that this will increase awareness (of teachers and students alike) of how learning is being experienced.
Brookfield’s most known version of this approach is the
Critical Incident Questionnaire (CIQ)—an anonymous,
five-question survey that invites students to express when
they were most engaged, distanced, affirmed, puzzled,
and surprised in the classroom. To gather my students’
perspectives, I used a modified form of the CIQ: questionnaires were anonymous and ungraded; participation
was voluntary; students were informed that their responses would be used for research purposes; and, most
significantly, the questions sought to reveal “a content
analysis of major themes that emerged [for students] over
the semester” (see Stephen Brookfield, Becoming a Critically Reflective Teacher (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1995),
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Why not? Who cares?” Another reckoned that
belief in vampires was an explanation for a person having rabies. Another student described the
supernatural as a useful fiction:
It is understandable, but I don’t believe it is reasonable. The supernatural is a sort of explanation
for the unknown, but to me it seems rooted
more in tradition than reason. Religion to me is
similar—more a tradition in which one is raised
than a belief reached from reasoning. It’s an explanation and comfort.

Believing and non-believing students alike described the therapeutic benefit of supernatural
belief. By identifying a practical function of
ghosts and goblins, studying the supernatural
serves as a way of turning attention squarely towards—not away from—history. This is what
Horkheimer and Adorno’s “Theory of Ghosts”
anticipates. “Only when the horror of annihilation is raised fully into consciousness are we
placed in the proper relationship to the dead:
that of unity with them.”46 Thus, in explaining
115). The CIQ stands out for its autobiographical nature—it asks learners to reflect on their own understanding of the learning phenomenon, rather than quantitatively rank what they “liked or didn’t like about the class”
(Brookfield, Becoming a Critically Reflective Teacher, 114). The
“soft” nature of autobiographical data has limitations: as
an n-of-1 sample, these responses reflect the experiences
of one group of students with one teacher. No claim to
generalizability is made. Even given this limitation, action
research was chosen because of how the practice of
teaching is employed to test and generate theory—what
McNiff and Whitehead, Action Research: Principles and
Practice, 2 ed. (London: RoutledgeFalmer, 2002), call “a
logic of practice” (4.) As indicated at the end of Section
1, a goal of this paper is to describe how teaching about
religion informs thinking about religion.
46 Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, Dialectic of
Enlightenment, trans. Edmund Jephcott (Stanford, CA:
Stanford University Press, 2002), 178-179. This essay was
brought to my attention by Richard Callahan Jr,
“Haunting the Religious Studies Classroom,” Religious
Studies News (2017).
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how their view of the supernatural has changed
over the 13-week semester, the “Yes. Why not?
Who cares?” student said,
I have learned a lot about not dismissing the beliefs of people of the past. It’s more useful to discuss why they were that way, not just say “people
back then were dumb.” I also have more an idea
of how the supernatural and supernatural belief
is integrated into our daily lives, whether we realise it or not.

The student who said the supernatural was understandable but not reasonable, also indicated
that the course had changed their views: “I have
more understanding and respect for religious
and supernatural beliefs than I did at the start of
the course. I also have a stronger interest in mythologies and pagan beliefs.” This same dynamic
was expressed by a classmate who said:
Within this age of science, we tend to lean towards a scientific depiction/explanation for
events, HOWEVER, I believe that through certain experiences we can be involved in things
that could not be experienced in everyday life à
for example, communication with the dead as a
form of grieving.

These students were not gullible or anti-scientific. They are not pious seminarians tendering
theological justifications for the inexplicable.
They are not magicians. However, even as these
undergraduates are aware that the supernatural
The phrase is from Richard Rorty who says, “A humanistic discipline is in good shape only when it produces both inspiring works and works which contextualize, and thereby deromanticize and debunk, those inspiring works” (Achieving Our Country, 134). In a way,
Rorty is right: higher criticism of biblical texts has undermined some people’s faith. But literary contextualization
can serve ends beyond debunking; understanding a text
in its historical context need not be a dry procedure.
Grasping the emotional world of people from different
eras and cultures requires considerable doses of
47
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does not meet certain empirical criteria, they
learned (at least) to recognize its emotional payoff and thus to appreciate its social reality. Thus,
the social contextualization of religious ideas can
do more than “deromanticize and debunk”—it
can dignify.47 The student who spoke of the “age
of science” also said:
I came into this course with a rather closed mind,
viewing a lot of these concepts as weird/crazy,
however after seeing other peoples’ unwavering
belief and deep history in many cultures, my
opinion has become a lot more accepting, and
whilst I may not have the same beliefs, I have a
newfound respect for those who believe in these
things.

The Civic Function of Wonder
Dewey imagined Western society as Religious
But Not Supernatural—but something more enchanting has emerged. In the eight decades since
A Common Faith was published, paranormal experiences have become normalized even as religious disaffiliation mounts. 24% of Australians
report having a mystical or supernatural encounter—a segment that rises to 58% when it includes believing such things are possible or
knowing someone else who has had such an experience. 48 37% of Swedes say they believe in
paranormal phenomena and 23% in telepathy; of
the same group, only 21% believe in God.49 65%
imagination, patience, and humility if a reader is to understand more than basic facts and figures of another civilization.
48 Miriam Pepper and Ruth Powell, “2016 Australian
Community Survey” (Sydney: NCLS Research, 2016).
The number of interviewees = 1,258.
49 The Swedish Skeptics Association (Föreningen
Vetenskap och Folkbildning), The Vof-Study 2015, trans.
Pontus Böckman (Stockholm: The Swedish Skeptics
Association, 2015), 42-43. The Swedish Skeptics Association’s poll was conducted by Demoskop; the number of
interviewees = 1,113.
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of US adults report having experienced at least
the supernatural” and “the use of natural agenone kind of supernatural phenomena—from a
cies.”54 Dewey is uncharacteristically dogmatic in
list that included reincarnation, ghostly encoundefining the orthodoxies of common faith. He
ter, conseems to
sulting a
attribute
Dewey’s
claim
against
supernaturalism
suffers
psychic,
characterfrom just the kind of dualism he wanted to avoid. istics to
etc. What
is
more
religion—
significant is that these numbers are ascending:
e.g. religion is necessarily anti-science and vioin 1962, 22% of Americans said they had a “relilent—that are not borne out by the actual pracgious or mystical experience.” By 2009, this had
tice or beliefs of religious adherents.55
grown to nearly half (49%).50 This data is numerAgainst Dewey’s view, it can be argued that
ous, leading some to wonder whether supernatanti-supernaturalism itself may tend to anti-sociural belief is natural.51
ality due to the racialized tone of some naturalIn this persistently-enchanted world,
istic reasoning. For example, David Hume’s faDewey’s anti-supernaturalism is not pragmatic.
mous takedown of miracles includes the claim
Fear about supernaturalism eroding democracy
that belief in supernatural phenomena can be
is as old-fashioned as mid-nineteenth century
presumed to be false because “they are observed
concerns that unmarried “old maids” were unchiefly to abound among ignorant and barbarous
52
dermining the English economy. Dewey’s
nations,” or because they were transmitted
claim against supernaturalism suffers from just
“from ignorant and barbarous ancestors.” 56
the kind of dualism he wanted to avoid—setting
Hume’s Natural History of Religion likewise claims
up absolutist criteria to norm a pluralistic society.
that miracle-believing religious people “sink . . .
Dewey wanted to return to a time when “the
to the level of beasts.” He calls them “vulgar”
temple was a public institution,” a time before a
and “irrational.” “Superstitious” types get all
modern sacred/secular dichotomy. 53 But,
stirred-up—with madness, rage, flaming fury.57
Dewey’s big temple had only one door. He inAttributing savagery to supernaturalists is not
troduces another dichotomy by insisting that
just ethnocentric, it is unpragmatic. Naturalists
“one has to choose” between “dependence on
should understand that, historically speaking,
Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life, “Many
Americans Mix Multiple Faiths” (Washington DC: Pew
Research Center, 2009). The number of interviewees =
4,013.
51 This view is expressed by social psychologist Clay
Routledge who interprets the prevalence of supernaturalism through the perspective of existential motivation rather than ontological reality or theological significance.
Routledge suggests that “supernatural interests are a natural part of the human condition,” common to many
people including atheists, in Supernatural: Death, Meaning,
and the Power of the Invisible World (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2018), 172.
52 On this view, see Sarah Ellis, The Women of England:
Their Social Duties and Domestic Habits (London: Fisher,
Son & Co, 1839).
50

Dewey, A Common Faith, 60.
Dewey, A Common Faith, 81.
55 For a statistical rebuttal of common critiques against
religion and supernaturalism, see Routledge, Supernatural, 177-184.
56 David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human
Understanding (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2000), 90.
57 David Hume, A Dissertation on the Passions & The
Natural History of Religion: A Critical Edition (Oxford:
Clarendon Press and Oxford University Press, 2007), 53.
Earlier in The Natural History of Religion Hume says “barbarous nations” still exist, and explains that, “The savage
tribes of AMERICA, AFRICA, and ASIA are all idolaters” (34).
53
54
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imps, elves, and other such bugs have effectively
served humans’ natural needs. And, in reverse,
demythologization projects have not been useful
to all religious adherents everywhere, especially
in the global south.58
It is reasonable for a religious naturalist to
remain unconvinced by phenomena that are
“shadowy and wavering,” but it is unjustified and
unpragmatic to insist that all fellow citizens love
broad daylight. 59 Some magic only happens at
night.
But the argument for the place of supernaturalism in the liberal arts curriculum is more than
demographical. A more significant reason, democratically, is that “fancy and wonder” (to use
Martha Nussbaum’s term for the revelatory effect of literature) enable us to enter new emotional worlds, enhancing sensitivity to other people’s lives. Imagination of things-not-seen has a
“civic function.” The compassion fostered
through “narrative imagination” is politically resourceful. Awe does not require metaphysical
consensus in order to yield appreciation.60

Even as our disagreements are spirited, it is
the ability to see through walls—if never finally
disassembling them—that nurtures the moral
awareness necessary to democratic engagement.
For a naturalist to fancy the world as a supernaturalist does requires the intellectual openness
and flexibility necessary to keep democracy
gleaming.

For example, the “biblical realism” of Ghanan theologian Esther Ascolatse “provide[s] an alternative to demythologization that serves the interpretive and ecclesial
needs of a global church,” in Powers, Principalities, and the
Spirit: Biblical Realism in Africa and the West (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 2018).
59 Jeffery Stout writes about how supernatural belief is
pragmatically and civically defensible: “if being justified
in believing something depends on contextual factors
that vary from one person to another, and if the relevant
standards of justification are as permissive as pragmatism
makes them out to be, then Dewey is not in a position to
declare supernaturalism beyond the pale of justified belief. According to pragmatic scruples, this is not something that can be determined in abstraction from the lives
of particular human beings. It is therefore unwise to decide the issue between supernaturalism and naturalism on
an official basis. Dewey might well be justified in accepting naturalism as his own view. This question is whether
his denial of supernaturalism can be an essential component of the common faith he proposes for democratic citizens. Why suppose that naturalism can play the role he

envisions for it in public culture when most citizens reject it?” Jeffrey Stout, Democracy and Tradition (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2004), 32. The phrase “shadowy and wavering” is from Dewey, A Common Faith, 87.
60 See Martha Nussbaum, Cultivating Humanity: A Classical
Defense of Reform in Liberal Education (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1997), chapter 3. “To allow inside one’s mind people who seem alien and frightening is
to show a capacity for openness and responsiveness that
goes against the grain of many cultural stereotypes of
self-sufficiency” (98). Nussbaum’s “narrative imagination” is cited by the American Association of Colleges
and Universities as a type of “learning . . . needed for
knowledgeable and responsible citizenship,” in their
“College Learning for the New Global Century: A
Report from the National Leadership Council for Liberal
Education & America’s Promise” (Washington DC:
Association of American Colleges and Universities,
2007), 22.
61 William James, Pragmatism: A New Name for Some Old
Ways of Thinking (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1975), 144.

58

It is unjustified and
unpragmatic to insist that all
fellow citizens love broad
daylight.
Enchanted subjects can be taught pragmatically if we recognize that what William James
called “overbeliefs” are a kind of evidence gathering, a hypothesizing of many possible what ifs.61
Overbeliefs are appropriate for the religion
classroom as they “postpone dogmatic answer,”
not on behalf of relativism, but in order to bear
witness to humans’ experience of dependence in
a world of monsters.
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Democracy is one such overbelief—not the
naturally-necessary way humans relate across
difference, but a risk, a romance, an absurdity
loved into actuality. Just think of fairies.
Dr Aaron Ghiloni an Honorary Senior Research Fellow
in Studies in Religion at the University of Queensland.
He is the author of Islam as Education: Pedagogies
of Pilgrimage, Prophecy, and Jihad (2019)
and John Dewey among the Theologians (2012).
He is the editor of World Religions and their Missions (2015), and an associate editor for the journal Religious Education. Dr Ghiloni has research interests in Islam, Christianity, interreligious studies, John
Dewey, and education–religion dialogues.
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The Dao of Politics: Li
(Rituals/Rites) and Laws as
Pragmatic Tools of
Government
Sor-hoon Tan1
Singapore Management University

American philosopher John Dewey spent
more than two years in China (1919–1921).
During and after his visit, he wrote some fairly
perceptive and insightful commentaries on
China. These were published in periodicals
such as the New Republic, Asia, and the China
Review, and sometimes in newspapers such as
the Baltimore Sun.
However, there is hardly any discussion
of Chinese philosophy in Dewey’s published works or even his papers and correspondence. Among his rare mentions of Chinese philosophy was an article published in
1922, “As the Chinese Think,” which discussed the teachings of Lao Zi and Confucius.2 This was an attempt to improve Western (or at least American) understanding of
Chinese attitudes and actions in international negotiations and business. It describes
the influence of Confucianism and Daoism
as merging “to create a definite contempt
for politics and an aversion to government
Originally published as Sor-hoon Tan, “The Dao of Politics: Rites and Laws as Pragmatic Tools of Government,
Philosophy East and West 61, no. 3 (2011), 468-491.
2 Citations of Dewey’s works give volume and
page number from Dewey’s Early Works (E), Middle Works (M), and Later Works (L), in Jo Ann
Boydston, ed., Collected Works of John Dewey (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press,
1

81

as the West understands the term.” 3 It goes
on to describe the Chinese polity in these
words:
The emperor did not govern. He ruled by not
governing, by not interfering with the real
government, the customs of the people,
which were so immemorial and so interwoven with agriculture, with the operations of
nature that they themselves were like the
workings of nature.4

A later work, The Public and its Problems,
contrasts “the Orient” with Western society,
in which the public is capable of being organized into a state between the “too close and
intimate” and “the too remote and disconnected.”5 In “the Orient,”
Politics is not a branch of morals; it is submerged in morals. All virtues are summed up
in filial piety. Wrongdoing is culpable because it reflects upon one’s ancestry and kin.
Officials are known but only to be shunned.
To submit a dispute to them is a disgrace.6

Dewey considered it a common feature of
early societies, and not just of the Orient, that
customs rather than laws had been the main
means of achieving and maintaining social
order and dealing with crises.7 As a principle
of organization,8 customs consist of the various ways in which key relationships in a society are regulated.9 They are “approved ways
of acting, common to a group, and handed

1972–1985). Dewey, “As the Chinese Think,”
M13: 217–27.
3 M13: 225.
4 M13: 225.
5 L2: 260.
6 L2: 262.
7 L2: 262; M7: 399.
8 M6: 413.
9 L7: 50.
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down from generation to generation,”10 including language, polite manners, social conventions, and a large part of the content of
morality. Dewey cited China as an example
of a civilized society in which the materials
and ideals of education derive almost entirely from customs.11
What Dewey referred to as China’s “customs” overlap significantly with what Confucians call li 禮 , translated as “rites” or “rituals,” among several possibilities.12 According to Dewey, ritual is the “great positive
agent” of customs and “works by forming
habits, and operates through associations
formed by actually doing certain acts, usually
under conditions which appeal to the emotions.”13 Dewey used “ritual” mostly in connection with religion and occasionally in
connection with primitive society.
Although the Chinese li 禮 also has a religious origin, Confucian li is much broader
and more akin to “custom” in Dewey’s usage:
Do not look unless it is in accordance with
the rites [li]; do not listen unless it is in accordance with the rites; do not speak unless it
is in accordance with the rites; do not move
unless it is in accordance with the rites.14

Examples of li in the Analects include norms
regulating and distinguishing various
M5: 54.
M6: 413.
12 Other translations include “rites, propriety, or
rules of proper conduct,” in Antonio A. S. Cua,
“Li: Rites or Propriety,” in Encyclopedia of Chinese
Philosophy, ed. Antonio A. S. Cua (London:
Routledge, 2003), pp. 370–384, at p. 370. Dubs
listed these possible translations of li: “religious
rites, ceremony, deportment, decorum, propriety,
formality, politeness, courtesy, etiquette, good
form, good behavior, good manners” (Homer
H. Dubs, Hsüntze: The Moulder of Ancient
10
11
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important relationships, facilitating social
interaction, and “Of the things brought
about by the rites [li], harmony is the most
valuable.”15
Confucian li, like Dewey’s customs, are
also means of dealing with the crises of life,
such as war and death, and of celebrating
important events, such as birth and coming
of age. Dewey’s contrast of customs as the
real government in China and the typical Chinese disparagement of punishments and litigation implicitly refers to the traditional opposition in Chinese thought between li 禮
and fa 法 (laws) as tools of government.
I shall examine the opposition between
li and fa through an engagement between
Confucianism and Dewey’s pragmatism. 16
Does this opposition enlighten or obscure
our understanding of Chinese political philosophy? What are its inadequacies? Could
Deweyan pragmatists learn something from
its strengths?

China’s “Society without
Litigation”
While law and legal language dominate the
way Americans think of themselves and their
society, the Chinese have always prided

Confucianism [London: Arthur Probstain, 1927]
p. 113 n).
13 M5: 58.
14 Analects 12.1. All translations of the Analects are
derived from D. C. Lau, trans., Confucius: the Analects (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1979), unless otherwise stated.
15 Analects 12.1.
16 Like most “isms,” pragmatism is heterogeneous and too broad to be covered comprehensively; this essay is only concerned with the version found in John Dewey’s works.
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themselves on their “kingdom of rituals and
ceremonies” (liyi zhi bang 禮儀之邦).17

“Of the things brought
about by the rites [li],
harmony is the most
valuable.”
Chinese society has often been seen as
preferring li to fa in its approach to regulating social interactions. The radical difference
between China and the West where law is
concerned has become an orthodoxy since
Montesquieu’s description of China as “a
despotic state whose principle is fear” highlighted a “property peculiar to the government of China,” which “confused religion,
laws, mores, and manners.” China was well
governed only when a way was found to
make li be observed exactly.18
This orthodoxy has also been borne out
in the works of Chinese scholars, such as the
sociologist Fei Xiaotong, whose fieldwork in
Chinese villages during the 1930s and 1940s
reveals a “society without litigation.” Chinese villagers thought of a “songshi 訟 師 , a
litigation monger,” as “a trouble-maker,” as
“someone who creates social discord.” 19
On American identification with law, see
Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America
(1835; Vintage Books, 1990), p. 280. Ruskola argues that the portrayal of China as lacking in law
is an exercise in constructing Western cultural
identity against China in terms of law and criticizes it as “legal orientalism” (Teemus Ruskola,
“Legal Orientalism,” Michigan Law Review 101
[2002]: 179–235, at pp. 209–212).
18 Charles de Secondat, baron de Montesquieu,
The Spirit of the Laws, trans. Anne M. Cohler,
Basia Carolyn Miller, and Harold Samuel Stone
(Cambridge: Cam- bridge University Press,
1989), pp. 128, 318.
19 Fei Xiaotong, From the Soil, trans. Gary Hamilton and Wang Zheng (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1992), p. 101.
17
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According to Fei, rural society in China was
ruled by li and not by laws in the sense of
“regulations maintained by state power.” 20
Li provide both guidance for behavior and
rules by which Chinese communities resolved conflicts through mediation by their
elders. Recent writings on Chinese law by
Western scholars still refer to a “sometimes
ambivalent attitude that Chinese popular
culture maintained towards the likelihood
that justice could be achieved through resort to formal state sanctioned legal institutions and practices.”21
One could trace the philosophical inspiration for Fei’s “society without litigation”
and the “rule of ritual” to the Analects:
The Master said, “Guide them by edicts,
keep them in line with punishments, and the
common people will stay out of trouble but
will have no sense of shame. Guide them by
virtue, keep them in line with the rites [li],
and they will, besides having a sense of
shame, reform themselves.”22

Other texts, such as the Zuozhuan 左傳 and
Liji 禮記 (Book of Rites), also mention li as a
tool of virtuous government. 23 In contrast,
Ibid., p. 96.
Janet E. Ainsworth, “Categories and Culture:
On the ‘Rectification of Names’ in Comparative
Law,” Cornell Law Review 82 1996): 19–42, at pp.
37–38.
22 Analects 2.3.
23 For some examples, see 11th year of Duke
Yin, in the Zuozhuan, trans. James Legge in The
Chinese Classics, 5 vols. (Hong Kong: Hong Kong
University Press, 1960), vol. 5, pp. 31, 33; Liji jijie, ed. Sun Xidan (Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju,
1989), pp. 8–9, 583, 605–607, 1260. See also
Liji, chap. 5, “Regulation of the King,” on li regulating government functions and actions.
20
21
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penal codes in Chinese society were seen as
responses to disorder resulting from the decline of virtuous rule.

Li provide both guidance for
behavior and rules by which
Chinese communities
resolved conflicts through
mediation by their elders.

The chapter on Lü Xing 呂 刑 (“The
Prince of Leu on Punishments”) in the Shangshu 尚書 (Book of Documents) contrasts the
Chinese use of moral influence (de 德) with
the use of punishments to restrain a “barbarian” people, the Miao.24
The Zuozhuan tells of how, in the sixth
year of Duke Zhao’s rule, the state of Zheng,
under the able minister Zi Chan, had similarly cast tripods with a code of punishments
on them. This act of promulgation in the
sixth century B.C.E. was criticized as incompatible with good government in terms that
Confucians would agree with:
When the people know what the exact laws
are, they do not stand in awe of their superiors. They also come to have a contentious
spirit, and make their appeal to the express
words, hoping to be successful in their argument. They can no longer be managed ...
When once the people know the grounds for
contention, they will cast propriety [li 禮]
away, and make their appeal to your descriptions. They will all be contending about a
matter as small as the point of an awl or a

Legge, Chinese Classics, 3: 590–591.
Ibid., 5: 607, 609.
26 Ibid., 5: 729–730, 732. (shanzuo xing qi yiwei
guofa shi fa jian ye 擅作刑器以為國法是法姦也).
24
25
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knife. Disorderly litigations will multiply,
and bribes will walk abroad.25

In the narrative above, the term fa was not actually mentioned: “When people know what
the exact laws are” translates min zhi you pi 民
知 有 辟. However, the term fa is explicitly
employed in the narrative of the twenty-ninth
year of Duke Zhao, which attributes to Confucius the following remarks about the casting
of tripods inscribed with penal statutes by the
state of Jin: “[it is presumed] to make these articles with the penal statutes, to form the laws
of the State. This is giving an example of lawlessness.26
In Confucian political philosophy, it is
more important to have virtuous people in
government than to have a good system of
laws. While every aspect of life is to be
guided by li, which exemplifies the appropriate forms of all civilized behavior, including
but not limited to ethical behavior, laws are
at best necessary evils. At their worst, laws
undermine efforts at achieving a polity of virtuous people.
Critics of Confucianism, who usually understand it in terms of the state ideology of
imperial China, often blame Confucians’
negative attitude toward laws for the longevity of despotism, the difficulty of establishing
the rule of law, and the lack of respect for
human rights in China. While some observers find direct and indirect evidence of a
move toward rule of law in China, critics
worry that this product of Western society
cannot be transplanted to China, and attempts to do so will only disrupt the existing
social order.27
For a balanced scrutiny of such arguments, see
Randall Peerenboom, China’s Long March toward
the Rule of Law (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002), p. 126. For a discussion of various Western definitions of “rule of law,” see
27
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Even if there is a generally more negative
attitude toward law, its development in
China is complex and cannot simply be
blamed on Confucian philosophy. We
should question if the objections to publicizing penal codes and the criticism of a government’s use of punishment in early Confucian texts amounted to a rejection of law per
se.
William Alford contends that those who
accept at face value the Confucian
worldview of government as effecting social
order through moral transformation rather
than legal restraint tend to underestimate the
role of law throughout Chinese history. 28
Other scholars, including Robin Yates, Karen Turner, Melissa Macauley, Kathryn Bernhardt, and Philip Huang, have begun to fill
this gap in our understanding of China.29
Passages from early texts, such as the
Shangshu and the Zuozhuan, mention various
penal codes, including one of the Xia dynasty. Some contemporary Chinese scholars
trace the origin of Chinese laws to the times
of the legendary sage-kings Yao and Shun.

Since the 1980s, new archaeological finds
have generated a spate of discussions in Chinese scholarly journals regarding the existence and nature of a legal system during the
Shang and Zhou dynasties.30

Michael Neumann, The Rule of Law: Politicizing
Ethics (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2002), pp. 23–50.
28 William P. Alford, “The Inscrutable Occidental?
Implications of Roberto Unger’s Uses and
Abuses of the Chinese Past,” Texas Law Review
64 (1986): 915– 972.
29 Robin Yates, “Second Status in the Ch’in: Evidence from the Yun-meng Legal Documents,”
Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 47 (1987): 197;
Karen Turner, “War, Punishment, and the Law
of Nature in Early Chinese Concept of the
State,” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 53 (1993):
285–324; Kathryn Bernhardt and Philip C. C.
Huang, eds., Civil Law in Qing and Republican
China (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
1994); Melissa Macauley, Social Power and Legal
Culture (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
1998). In his study of the Western Zhou period,
Creel also maintained that the Western Zhou had
legal codes that were probably written down
(Herrlee G. Creel, “Legal Institutions and

Procedures during the Zhou Dynasty,” in Jerome Alan Cohen, R. Randle Edwards, and Fumei Chang Chen, eds., Essays on China’s Legal
Traditions [Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1980], pp. 26–55, at p. 29).
30 A discussion of such literature can be found in
Zhang Peitian, Zhongguo fawenhua sanlun (Essays
on Chinese legal culture) (Beijing: Zhongguo
Zhengfa Daxue Chubanshe, 1993), pp. 16–23.
31 Derk Bodde and Clarence Morris, Law in Imperial China (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1967), p. 3. See also Alford, “The Inscrutable Occidental,” pp. 927–929; Herrlee G. Creel,
The Origins of Statecraft in China (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1970), vol. 1, pp. 161–193;
Bernhardt and Huang, Civil Law in Qing and Republican China, chap. 2.
32 Geoffrey MacCormack, The Spirit of Traditional
Chinese Law (Athens: University of Georgia
Press, 1996), p. 20.

In Confucian political
philosophy, it is more
important to have
virtuous people in
government than to have a
good system of laws.
Although Derk Bodde maintained that
“the written law of pre-modern China was
overwhelmingly penal in emphasis,” others
contend that early Chinese laws were not restricted to penal codes, even if there is insufficient evidence to believe that China had a
comprehensive civil law system from very
early times.31 According to Geoffrey McCormack, administrative laws were well developed by the Qin dynasty (221–206 B.C.E.).32
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There is no conclusive evidence of a
clear distinction between criminal and civil
law, the former involving punishments and
penalties—loss of freedom, property, and
life—and the latter involving directives for
the losing party to compensate the winning
party for injuries suffered.33 The existence of
criminal laws is presupposed by the Confucian view that, even if necessary, punishments are inferior instruments of government, and a good government that cares
about social harmony and the people’s virtues and welfare should aim to minimize its
own use of such negative instruments. The
reference to not differing from others in
hearing litigations even though the ideal is
to make litigations unnecessary might presuppose the existence of civil law as well, but
“litigation” (song) during this early period
could also mean a formal practice of bringing
civil disputes for judgment by respected persons in the community, without necessarily
applying any codified civil law, which might
be a latter development.34
Some attribute the Confucian dislike for
laws to the fact that the law had been used
primarily as an arbitrary instrument in the

hands of despotic rulers.35 The long absence
of democracy in China means that we
should not expect the same kind of respect
for law as recommended in democratic societies, where the law has different origins and
functions vis-à-vis the people. In the historical rivalry between Confucianism and Legalism (fajia 法家), Legalists are traditionally
seen as advocating the use of law as a tool of
“government of the ruler, by the ruler, for the
ruler.” 36
In texts such as the Shangjunshu 商君書
and the Hanfeizi 韓非子, fa 法 comprises
clearly formulated, widely promulgated, and
uniformly applied rules of behavior that the
people must conform to; obedience brings
rewards, and transgressions harsh punishments. 37 Imperial China owed most of its
state machinery to the Legalists, who gained
power under Qin rule. Authoritarian politics
did not allow the people to use the laws for
their own protection, especially against the
ruling class.
Confucian concern for the people’s welfare, not surprisingly, then led them to condemn what had turned out to be a tool of oppression. Most of those who accept an

I thank the anonymous reviewer for pointing
out the need to address directly the difference
between criminal law and civil law. The reviewer
also pointed out that this distinction is complicated by the practice in some systems of law of
awarding punitive damages in civil cases to the
plaintiff rather than the state, but it could be argued that such punitive damages are compensation for harm to the community represented by
the harm to the plaintiff.
34 See Analects 12.13. The term song is also used in
zisong 自 訟 to mean “self-accusation,” in Analects
5.27. Bernhardt and Huang note that “Though
the early empire saw widespread judicial enforcement of private contracts, surviving documents
do not indicate that the state promulgated a
body of rules to determine results in such cases”
(Civil Law in Qing and Republican China, p. 35).

Julia Ching, “Human Rights: A Valid Chinese
Concept?” in Confucianism and Human Rights, ed.
Wm. Theodore de Bary and Tu Wei-ming (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1997), pp. 67–
82, at p. 74.
36 Roger Ames, The Arts of Rulership (Honolulu:
University of Hawai’i Press, 1983), p. 50. For a
summary of Confucian and Legalist arguments
against and for the use of laws, see Bodde and
Morris, Law in Imperial China, pp. 20–27.
37 On the codification and necessary publicity of
laws, and the need for laws to be comprehensible
to people, see Hanfeizi jijie, ed. Wang Xianshen
(Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju, 1998), pp. 380, 448;
The Complete Works of Han Fei Tzu, trans. W. K.
Liao (London: Arthur Probstain, 1939), vol. 2,
pp. 188, 284.

33

35
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opposition between fa and li operate with
John Austin’s famous definition of law
(equated with fa) as a sovereign’s command
made obligatory by the threat of punishment for violation. This is only one among
many different theories about what the law
is, and one which has been strongly criticized and, if Dewey himself is to be believed,
was already well on its way to obsolescence
by the 1940s.38
Although it is not clear whether fa, if understood as laws, would include civil law in
pre-Qin China, we could still consider
whether the Confucian disapproval of punishments and penal codes might not extend
to modern civil law, which does not involve
punishment (if we set aside the complication
of punitive damages). The directives to compensate the winning party for injuries suffered might be voluntarily complied with
once a verdict is reached without any need
for coercion, and oppression by government
is not an issue. However, this voluntary
compliance does not mean that the threat of
coercion is absent; the directives could be
coercively enforced if they are ignored. The

Confucian concern that coercion would result only in external compliance without
moral transformation would still be valid in
such cases.
Moreover, the need to bring a civil suit to
court indicates a failure in social harmony, a
lack of virtue in one or more of the parties
involved, of which Confucians would also
disapprove. There is also the danger that the
civil suit would result in even more acrimony
and hostility, which would further damage
social relations.
There is evidence that the Chinese did not
treat fa as merely a tool of oppressive government even in the pre-Qin period. Confucians
often cite the fa of ancient kings to criticize
the existing practices of rulers.39 Chad Hansen argues that Legalist fa is anti-bureaucracy
rather than anti-people.40 The Legalist Shang
Yang’s insistence on meting out punishment
when the crown prince of Qin broke a law is
in the direction of turning laws into tools
that could be wielded against, as well as for,
the ruling class.41
Though not commonly practiced, the
Chinese, including many Confucians over

For Dewey, see L7: 120. For Austin, see John
Austin, Province of Jurisprudence Determined (1832;
London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1954, p.
350). Dewey first criticized Austin’s theory of
law in an article published in Political Science Quarterly in 1894, “Austin’s Theory of Sovereignty”
(E4: 70–90). According to Dewey, Austin’s view
had lost its appeal because advances in the social
sciences have “tended to make sovereignty at
best an expression of the working of a vast multitude of social forces, and at worst a pure abstraction” (L14: 120). Herbert Hart, one of the
most influential philosophers of law of the twentieth century, also criticized Austin’s reduction of
law to generalized commands sanctioned by the
State’s use (or threatened use) in The Concept of
Law (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1961),
chaps. 2–4. Hart, however, noted that the Austinian view possessed “perennial attractions.”

Mencius 4A1, in D. C. Lau, trans., Mencius (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1970); Xunzi 6.6, in John
Knoblock, trans., Xunzi: A Translation and Study of
the Complete Works, 3 vols. (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1988–1994).
40 Chad Hansen, A Daoist Theory of Chinese Thought
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), p. 359.
41 J.J.L. Duyvendak, trans., The Book of Lord Shang
(London: Arthur Probstain, 1928), p. 16. It was
not the crown prince but his tutor who was actually punished. The event was recorded in Shang
Yang’s biography in the Shiji (Record of the
Grand Historian) (Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju,
1997), juan 68, p. 2227. Han Fei went to the extent of recommending “extirpation of the policy
of love” to ensure that the law will not be undermined by partiality resulting from love, even
when it is love for the ruler (Hanfeizi jijie, pp.
335–336; Liao, The Complete Works of Han Fei
Tzu, 2 : 124–126).

38
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the centuries, have had the ideal that when
the “son of heaven” breaks a law, he should
be punished in the same way as the common
people. In the seventeenth century, the Confucian Huang Zongxi, contrary to the earlier
Confucian view, asserted that only if there is
“rule by law” (fazhi) can there be “rule by
men” (renzhi). He used the “higher law” of
the early kings cited by Confucius and Mencius to criticize positive dynastic laws and
conceived of the former fa as higher than the
state or ruler.42 Randall Peerenboom argues
that the Huang-lao thought of the pre-Qin
and Han periods subscribes to a natural-law
theory that sees a necessary relationship between law and morality.43
If laws were not always perceived as immoral or at best amoral instruments of arbitrary despotic rule, then fa and li in early Chinese politics may not have been as far apart
as some Confucians believe. Those wishing
to reduce the distance between li 禮 and fa
法 often point out that early Chinese texts
oppose li with xing 刑 or xingfa 刑罰, punishments and penalties, or penal codes, and
not fa. Modern Mandarin translates law as fa
or falü 法律, but in the pre-Qin period, it may

be misleading to view Chinese fa 法 through
the Western modern concept of law.44
According to Herrlee Creel, during the
Zhou and Warring States periods, fa had a
whole range of related meanings: “model,”
“method,” “technique,” “rule,” “regulation,” and “law.” 45 In early Chinese texts
such as the Analects, fa is better translated as
“model” or “standard.” 46 D.C. Lau uses
“standard” (and similar terms) more than
“law” in translating fa in the Mencius.47 John
Knoblock translates fa sometimes as “standard” and sometimes as “law” in the Xunzi.48
This mixture of meanings is common to
many texts of the Warring States period or
earlier. Which meaning is dominant in a text
varies. Scholars generally consider “law” an
appropriate translation of fa in the Shangjunshu and the Hanfeizi. Creel insisted that Shen
Buhai was not a Legalist because fa did not
mean “law” for Shen.
Scholars such as Benjamin Schwartz,
Angus Graham, and Roger Ames believe
that the meaning of fa changed during the
Warring States period, and by the time of
Xun Zi and Han Fei, just before the Qin unification, fa came to duplicate xing.49 According to this view, the later meaning of fa as laws

42 Wm. Theodore de Bary, Waiting for the Dawn:
A Plan for the Prince (Huang Zongxi’s (1610–1695)
Min Yi Dai Fang Lu, 1662) (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1993), pp. 97–99.
43 Randall Peerenboom, Law and Morality in Ancient China: The Silk Manuscripts of Huang-Lao (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1993).
44 Mark Edward Lewis, Writing and Authority in
Early China (Albany: State Uni- versity of New
York Press, 1999), p. 18.
45 Creel, The Origins of Statecraft, 1: 147–148. For
samples of these different meanings of fa, as they
are used in different early Chinese texts, see
Zhongwen da cidian, 8th ed. (1973; Taipei:
Zhongguo Wenhua Daxue [China Cultural University], 1990), vol. 5, p. 1043.

Analects 9.24, 20.1.
Only in 4A1 and 6B15.
48 Lau, Mencius; Knoblock, Xunzi 11.1a, includes
both translations.
49 Herrlee G. Creel, Shen Bu Hai: A Chinese Political Philosopher of Fourth Century B.C.E. (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1974), pp. 136–
151; Benjamin Schwartz, The World of Thought in
Ancient China (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1985), p. 321; Angus C. Graham, Disputers of the Tao: Philosophical Arguments in Ancient
China (La Salle: Open Court, 1989), p. 275;
Roger T. Ames, The Art of Rulership: A Study in
Ancient Chinese Political Thought (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 1983), p. 108.
46
47
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is restricted to penal codes coercively imposed at the ruler’s whim.
By the Han dynasty, this reduction of fa
to xing seems fairly established; the Han lexicon, Shuowen jiezi 說文解字, explains fa in
terms of xing. The Duan commentary, instead of treating this as a reduction from a
broader meaning, treats xing as the primary
meaning of fa, which had been “extended to
mean all models.”50 However, Chad Hansen
argues against the meaning-change thesis
and maintains that fa means not “laws” but
“objective standards” even for the Legalists.
Not until it was used to translate “dharma”
when Buddhism was introduced to China, a
century after the rise of Legalism, did fa come
to mean “law,” in the sense of “universal
propositions (sentences) with either descriptive or prescriptive necessity (causation or
obligation).” Hansen maintains that, before
then, China did not have a concept of law.51
The earliest and widest meaning of fa
probably includes standards of measures,
standards of language use and interpretation,
and norms or models that need not be articulated as propositions. Among these are li,
which were norms of behavior, traditionally
believed to be established by sage-kings but
which more probably emerged from practices socially sanctioned over time, as well as
codified prescriptive rules imposed by rulers
Xu Shen, Shuowen jiezi zhu (Shanghai: Shanghai Guji Chubanshe, 1981), p. 470a.
51 Chad Hansen, “Fa (Standards: Laws) and
Meaning Changes in Chinese Philosophy,” Philosophy East and West 44 (1994): 435–488, at pp.
452 and 456.
52 Xunzi 23.2a, cf. 25.18. Knoblock’s translation
interprets li as being created before, and forming the basis for fa, although the Chinese text
could also be translated as “the sages created liyi
and instituted fadu.”
53 Xunzi jijie, ed. Wang Xianqian (Beijing:
Zhonghua Shuju, 1988), p. 33. See discussion in
50

89

on subjects and coercively enforced, which
could be identified as laws. Both provide
“standards” of what to do and the consequences of various actions in specific circumstances. I believe that this accounts for
the overlaps between fa and li as well as between fa and xing.

Li as Laws
Different relationships between li and fa
could be inferred from different chapters in
the Xunzi. Instead of one encompassing the
other, the two may be on par as two major
kinds of human “artifice” (wei 偽).
To deal with bad nature in human beings, the sage, “having created ritual principles and moral duty (li-yi 禮義), institutes
the regulations of laws and standards (fa-du
法度).”52 Insofar as fa can be translated as
laws, some Chinese scholars have argued
that in the Xunzi, li forms the moral basis of
fa, indicating a moralistic view of laws. 53
However, the close association between li
and fa in the Xunzi leads others to view Xun
Zi as more Legalist than Confucian; to them,
what Xun Zi calls li, which can rectify the

Yang Xiugong, Kong Meng Xun lifa sixiang de
yanbian yu fazhan (Evolution and development of
Confucius’, Mencius’, and Xun Zi’s thinking on
li and fa) (Taipei: Wenshizhe Chubanshe, 2000),
pp. 152–159. Cai Renhou characterizes this relationship in terms of Confucians treating “li as
substance and fa as use,” in his Ruxue yu lifa
(Confucianism, rites, and laws) (Singapore: Institute of East Asian Philosophies, 1986), pp. 21.
Cf. Yang Jingfan and Yu Rong- gen, who see li as
including fa and xing, in Kongzi de falü sixiang
(Confucius’ legal thought) (Beijing: Qunzhong
Chubanshe, 1984), p. 49.
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person and the state, is the same as what the
Legalists call fa.54
Chinese legal scholar Mei Zhong Xie
considers it a unique characteristic of ancient
China that it had “directive and preventive”
laws, which are known as li, in contrast to
corrective and suppressive laws known as
xing.55 Roberto Unger sees li as “customary
or interactional law,” even though li were
“tacit models of exemplary conduct” that
are either unformulated or formulated as
moral anecdotes, and therefore different
from fa, which possesses the defining qualities of bureaucratic or regulatory law in being positive and public.56
Criticizing Unger’s description of li as
“not rules at all,” Alford maintains that li
comprises “specific, public rules.” Manuals
of li, such as the Zhouli 周 禮 and the Yili 儀
禮, existed as early as the fourth and third
centuries B.C.E. 57 Confucius lamented the
lack of records of rites of earlier dynasties,
which implies that li could be written
down.58 However, the records Confucius was
lamenting need not be formulated as rules
and could have been a record of moral anecdotes. Later, li formulated as rules of

behavior were written into the dynastic statutes. Ch’ü T’ung-tsu’s study of “traditional
Chinese law” (from the Han dynasty to the
Qing dynasty) is as much about li as it is
about fa.59
Ainsworth sees li and fa as “two competing normative legal concepts.” This “communicates something significant about the
imperial Chinese legal sensibility that sought
to incorporate” both Confucian and Legalist
views about human nature and normative order. To Ainsworth, li are “prescriptive social
rules” even though they are “unwritten and
lacking in details.” 60 Besides legal scholars,
sinologists and philosophers also often conceive of li, whether written or unwritten, as
rules of behavior aiming at social harmony.
Wm. Theodore de Bary maintains that
“there was a considerable overlap in the conceptions of ‘rites’ and ‘laws’ in Confucian
usage” and considers li “a basic constitutional order.” 61 Both are about “corporate
or systemic models” that are required to realize personal virtue in government; the difference lies only in li working through voluntary
self-restraint, while laws employ external incentives or disincentives.

Chen Feilong, Xunzi lixue zhi yanjiu (Study of
Xun Zi’s ritual theory) (Taipei: Wenshizhe Chubanshe, 1979), p. 152.
55 Mei Zhongxie, Faxue zhulun (Selected works in
legal theory) (Taipei: Zhongguo Wenhua Daxue
[Chinese Cultural University], 1989), p. 83. See
also Yang and Yu, Confucius’ Legal Thought, p. 59:
“Government by rites is a kind of legal
thought,” wherein rites are moral laws. Most Chinese histories of legal thought in China begin
with a discussion of the “rule of ritual” and the
relationship be- tween li and fa during the preQin period. For example, Zhang Guohua, Zhongguo falü sixiangshi xinbian (History of Chinese legal
thought, new ed.) (Beijing: Peking University
Press, 1991), Lecture 1 and Lecture 2, secs. 1 and
2; Ma Xiao-hong, ed., Zhongguo falü sixiang fazhan
jianshi (Simplified history of development of

Chinese legal thought) (Beijing: Zhongguo
Zhengfa Daxue, 1995), chaps. 2 and 3.
56 Roberto M. Unger, Law in Modern Society: Toward a Criticism of Social Theory (New York: Free
Press, 1976), pp. 49, 101–103.
57 Alford, “The Inscrutable Occidental?” p. 930.
58 Analects 3.9.
59 Ch’ü T’ung-tsu, Law and Society in Traditional
China (Paris: Mouton, 1961) (English version of
a Chinese work published in 1947, Chinese Law
and Chinese Society). See also MacCormack, Spirit
of Traditional Chinese Law.
60 Ainsworth, “Categories and Culture,” pp. 35,
36.
61 Wm. Theodore de Bary, Asian Values and Human Rights (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1998), pp. 30, 32.
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Even this difference disappeared when it
order—were the equivalent of natural laws
became a common practice to punish transin Western thought.63 According to Dewey,
gressors of li. However, viewing li as a legal
the natural-law tradition in the West, which
concept does not mean minimizing the difreferred to an ultimate source that is supposferences between
edly higher and
Dewey’s
general
concept
of
law
traditional Chinese
more fixed than
society and Westexperience
and
is “a statement or relation of
ern societies, as the
therefore a suitable
order which is employed as an “ground for genufailure to develop
effective method of procedure
civil society in
inely philosophic
China discussed in
evaluation
of
in further dealings with
64
de Bary’s work was
law,”
is an atphenomena.”
due at least in part
tempt at justificato the inadequacy
tion and/or critiof the ritual form of “basic constitutional orcism of existing rules and practice. As a pragder” in restraining the despotic power of the
matist, Dewey rejected such attempts and
62
emperor.
treated law as “through and through a social
The Confucian tendency to treat li as imphenomenon.” 65 However, Dewey did not
posing moral constraints on statutory laws
have to worry about the arbitrary will of the
led to views, such as Joseph Needham’s, that
monarch; he was concerned with how well
li—which were believed to be created by
the law, as a relatively permanent institution
sages based on human nature and cosmic
enacted by democratic communities, could
For an example of rituals providing such restraint, see Ron Guey Chu, “Rites and Rights in
Ming China,” in de Bary and Tu, Confucianism and
Human Rights, pp. 169–178. On whether laws are
necessarily more effective than rites in empowering the people, see Sor-hoon Tan, Confucian Democracy: A Deweyan Reconstruction (Albany: State
University of New York Press, 2004), p. 184.
63 Joseph Needham, Science and Civilisation in
China (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1956), vol. 2, p. 519, pp. 530–532. Bodde also
treated the distinction between ritual and law as
one between morality and law, parallel to that between natural law and positive law (Derk
Bodde, Essays on Chinese Civilization [Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1981], pp. 179–180).
64 L14: 116.
65 L14: 117. In discussing Dewey’s views about
law, I deliberately have not used the term “legal
pragmatism.” Undoubtedly Dewey’s views in the
area of law were influenced by Oliver Wendell
Holmes, himself identified as a Pragmatist philosopher and whose work The Common Law
(1881) is seen as a classic of legal pragmatism.
62

However, there is no consensus about the subsequent development of legal pragmatism or the
current role of pragmatism in law. Richard
Warner presents legal pragmatism as adopting a
non-foundationalist approach to justification:
“Legal pragmatism urges us to understand the
law by focusing on the practices that comprise
our actually-in-use norms, on the pattern of actual conflict and conflict resolution that we find
displayed in the judicial decision making” (Richard Warner, “Legal Pragmatism,” in A Companion to Philosophy of Law and Legal Theory [Cambridge: Blackwell, 1996], pp. 385–393, at p. 393).
In contrast, Richard Posner argues that philosophical pragmatism has little influence in legal
circles; legal pragmatism, which best describes
America’s legal ethos, is based on everyday pragmatism, which supports a Schumpeterian elite
democracy rather than a Deweyan deliberative democracy (Richard Posner, Law Pragmatism, and
Democracy [Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 2003]; see also Michael Brint and William
Weaver, eds., Pragmatism in Law and Society [Boulder: Westview Press, 1991]).
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track the dynamic desires and interests of the
people as it should. What is obsolete for
Dewey—an appeal to a higher, nonhuman
authority to criticize de facto human authorities—might have necessitated some kind of
functional equivalent to natural laws in the
undemocratic Chinese context.
Dewey’s general concept of law is “a
statement or relation of order which is employed as an effective method of procedure
in further dealings with phenomena.”66 Laws
dealing with activities of human beings in relation to one another, that is, laws in the jural
sense, were the first to emerge into conscious recognition; “natural law” was conceived “after the analogy of jural law.”
Dewey also criticized the Austinian theory of law, even though it locates the source
of law within social activities and relations,
for failing to give a persuasive or coherent
account of the role played by custom. 67
Dewey maintained that the development of
law as an institution began with rules that
were first imposed in the form of customs,
which makes customs the source of law.68
On one occasion, he actually asserted that
“all laws except those which regulate technical procedures are registrations of existing
social customs and their attendant moral habits and purposes.”69 However, on other occasions, Dewey maintained a distinction between custom and law, insisting that when a
custom becomes a law, it gains a new status.
Customs become laws only when authoritatively formulated and stated by a competent
authority.70

It was noted earlier that Dewey’s “customs,” if not exactly equivalent to li, are akin
to or at least overlap with them. The trend of
writing many ritual rules into the dynastic
statutes, beginning at least with the Han dynasty, might then parallel Dewey’s understanding of the relationship between customs
and laws. 71 However, I propose that we
would arrive at a more nuanced understanding of the relationship between customs, li,
and law by focusing on how they work on
individuals who comply with them, and
thereby achieve social order.
To Dewey, customs arose from the need
to shape and control the behavior of members in a social group; they are social norms
embodying the group’s judgment that certain rules are to be followed for the sake of the
group’s welfare. Transgression is met with
the group’s disapproval and sometimes by
punishment; the young are trained to observe the rules so that they become social
habits.72

M7: 269.
E4: 81–89.
68 E4: 40; L14: 118.
69 L5: 73.
70 L3: 327.

71

66
67

A custom is thus a norm of voluntary action.
It is intermediate between morality, properly
speaking, and law—akin to morals in having
at disposal a subjective disposition in the individual to conform, and akin to law in using
objective means of compulsion.73

Using this spectrum between the use of objective means of compulsion and the subjective disposition to conform, law overlaps
with customs in using objective means of
compulsion, while Confucian li overlaps
with customs in requiring the subjective
disposition to conform. When li descends to
On this Confucianization of law, see Bodde
and Morris, Law in Imperial China, pp. 27–43;
Ch’u, Law and Society in Traditional China, pp.
267–279.
72 M5: 54–55.
73 L3: 16.
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using objective means of compulsion, it degenerates from ethical ideal or virtue to custom or even law.
Law could be obeyed without the use of
objective means of compulsion because it is
rooted in or has engendered a corresponding custom, and if the practice becomes
more than about external compliance, bringing about moral transformation of character
and social harmony, it ascends to the ethical
ideal of li.

Confucian and Pragmatic
Tools of Government
In Dewey’s view, “Politics and law are
closely tied together; they cannot ultimately
be severed.”74
Dewey maintains that, as statements or
relations of order between events or actions,
“laws are the general methods by which we
introduce continuity and order in experiences otherwise discrepant and mixed up.
They are instrumentalities of reducing seeming conflicts to harmony.” 75 By stating clearly
the relation between certain actions and specific consequences, and promising that the
courts of the land will ensure that the stated
relation between the two will obtain, laws introduce predictability into social life. Laws
“are in fact the institution of conditions under which persons make their arrangements
with one another. They are structures which
canalize action.”76
By setting out and making predictable
the relations between specific conditions/actions and their consequences, law
helps to regulate social interaction, where
there is potential for conflict. Dewey
M15: 105.
M4: 199.
76 L2: 269.
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suggested that the occasion for a custom to
become law by being authoritatively formulated by a competent authority is always a dispute.77 For example, the custom of only the
eldest son inheriting might have existed in a
society but became law in the common-law
tradition, when some conflict that arose over
a particular case (perhaps the other siblings
insisted that their father had wanted all to
have a share) was brought before a magistrate who ruled in favor of the customary inheritance rights of the eldest son. In other legal traditions, some different process of legislation by the appropriate institution might
be required before a law came into being, but
the trigger for legislation in such cases would
be some dispute over preexisting customs. It
should be noted that Dewey’s observation
does not preclude that laws could also have
their source in the resolution of certain conflicts even when no custom exists.
The law is a tool of government because
of its function in preventing and resolving
conflicts. By clearly delineating boundaries
of permissible behavior in specific circumstances, laws enable people to avoid conflicts, and when they do arise, resolve them
according to principles known to and accepted by the community. By determining
what is right in each case, the law makes it
possible for people not to settle conflicts
through arbitrary might. In Dewey’s view,
“law is the sole alternative to resort to force,
individual and collective, as a method for arranging disputes due to conflict of interests.”78
We should probably read “force” in the
quoted passage from Dewey as “violence,”
the wasteful and destructive use of force, to
render it consistent with other statements

74

77

75

78

L3: 327.
M15: 107.
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recognizing the use of force to enforce laws.
Li and laws are not related as moral ideal
There is some evidence for this reading of
to the practice of realpolitik. They have coDewey’s conception of law: “law is essenexisted in actual practice, and both legal and
79
tially a formulation of the use of force;” it
ritual practices have fallen short of their redescribes “a method for employing force
spective ideals. As ideas, law and li overlap
economically, efficiently, so as to get results
and share certain similarities, but they also
with the least waste.”80
differ significantly in their functioning vis-àDewey seems to move from a concepvis the goal of good government. All governtion of law involving what H.L.A. Hart calls
ments, East or West, need to contend with
“rules of recognition,” secondary rules setthe problem of conflicts arising from differting out
ences in
the criteria
beliefs,
In Dewey’s view, “law is the sole alternative
of
legal to resort to force, individual and collective, as
desires,
validity—
needs,
a method for arranging disputes due to
“customs
and interdo not beests, and
conflict of interests.”
come law
attempt
in any juridical sense until they are authorito serve the common good with limited retatively stated or formulated” 81 —to one
sources. How could something common be
closer to the conception of law found in
created from differences? How do we coorGerman thought, which views coercion as a
dinate different pursuits to avoid or resolve
82
necessary part of law. Whether or not coharmful conflicts? By offering different anercion is included in its definition, the ability
swers to these questions, law and li serve as
of law to settle disputes, when other means
different kinds of tools of government.
such as negotiation fail, is nevertheless due to
Li and law are complementary rather
the presence of a coercive element.
than mutually exclusive alternatives even in
From a Confucian perspective, li are also
the Confucian worldview. Both build social
“structures which canalize action,” which
consensus and facilitate social coordination
introduce continuity and order into experiand cooperation by establishing and mainence, and predictability and stability into sotaining social norms. Whether we rub noses
cial life, and prevent and resolve conflicts.
or bow to each other, sharing a common ritHowever, both treating China as “a society
ual norm of greeting ensures that an encounwithout litigation” at one extreme, and reter begins on a positive note, increasing the
ducing li to a form of laws at the other exchances of harmonious and mutually satisfytreme, oversimplify the issues and distort the
ing interaction.
understanding of actual experience.
M10: 251.
M10: 212.
81 L3: 327.
82 H.L.A. Hart, The Concept of Law (1961; Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1994), 2nd ed., pp. 100–
110. Dewey does not have a systematic philosophy
of law, and the discussions about law scattered in
short essays throughout his works cannot really be
79
80

compared with a carefully worked-out theory such
as Hart’s. Given that the mention of law requiring
authoritative statement and formulation was made
as a possible challenge to a position adopted in a
book he was reviewing, it carries less weight than
the other statements that place him closer to the
German conception of law.
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Whether we drive on the right or on the
Confucius disapproved of, the tendency to
left, following the norms of a single set of
separate law from morality means that using
traffic laws together ensures that we do not
the law as the primary tool of government
kill each other simply for lack of coordina(let alone the only tool) may lead to the kind
tion. Confucians recognize
of society where even social
Confucians
see
the
both laws and li as tools of
and political leaders pubgovernment because both
licly excuse or justify their
social norms of li,
could be employed to elicit
acts in terms of “What I did
unlike
statutory
certain kinds of behavior
was immoral, but it was not
laws, as inherently
and prevent others, but asillegal.” 84 Moreover, given
sess their desirability differthat there is usually a winethical, which sets
ently.
ner and a loser in litigations,
them apart from
One may either comply
an increase in litigiousness
mere
convention.
with a norm of behavior
is likely to reduce the overvoluntarily as per ritual
all harmony of a commupractice or be ordered to do so by the authornity. Indeed, resorting to litigation is in itself
ities as the result of an aggrieved party bringa failure in harmony since it means that the
ing the dispute to the relevant officials. The
parties could not voluntarily come to a mulatter indicates a failure of virtuous self-regutual agreement.
lation and cooperation on the part of those
Confucians see the social norms of li, unconcerned. Confucians prefer that people
like statutory laws, as inherently ethical,
regulate themselves through virtue so that
which sets them apart from mere convengovernment authorities need not resort to
tion. Li embody virtues and realize harmony
force.
in the community. As an idea, Confucian li
Confucians believe that while the effect
eschew coercion. Dewey’s Ethics conceives
on behavior in the short term may be the
of ritual in terms of noncoercive custom
same, different tools of government have diembodying social if not moral consensus.
verging results in the longer run. Those who
Dewey recognizes that it is not force that
obey laws “will stay out of trouble, but will
brings about consensus, but the existence of
have no sense of shame,” whereas those
consensus that enables laws or customs to be
who follow rituals “will, besides having a
enforced.
sense of shame, reform themselves.” 83
The context for Dewey’s emphasis on
Whether criminal or civil, laws, by judging
consensus is Dewey’s social conception of
actions and dealing with disputes according
self as a critique of America’s rugged individto public rules, will direct people’s attention
ualism. This brings Dewey’s understanding
to winning the adversarial contests before
of the value of customs and rituals closer to
the adjudicating authorities, even at the exthat of Confucian li, which imply a relational
pense of moral considerations of the situaconcept of self, and as a virtue bring the
tion.
value of harmony to social interaction.
Apart from encouraging the kind of
However, li have a higher ethical status in
Confucianism compared with customs and
morally suspect verbal glibness (ning 佞) that
83

Analects 2.3.

Hansen, “Fa (Standards: Laws) and Meaning
Changes,” p. 463.

84
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rituals in Dewey’s Ethics. From the Confucian perspective, when both elicit voluntary
compliance and embody consensus, li still
differ from customs in introducing the possibility of excellence or virtue into a practice.
The issue of coercion is central to the
Confucian preference for li over laws. By resorting to punishment or threat of force, the
reasons offered by laws for action are external; they make a particular act more or less attractive by manipulating the external preconditions or consequences. Once the laws are
removed or if a person believes she could
avoid these external deterrents, she will return to her original preference. In this way,
laws work only as long as there is effective
enforcement.
In contrast, li work through habituation
that results in spontaneous compliance
based on emotive-cognitive transformation.
It is this transformation internalizing the ethical-social norm that develops a sense of

shame in a person. One reforms oneself
through li so that, even if no one is watching
or no one would know if one transgresses,
one would still follow the ritual norms.85
How valid is this Confucian contrast between laws and li? The claim that laws always coerce or threaten and never educate or
reform those who obey seems too sweeping.
Han Fei mentioned “using laws to rectify the
mind,” intending that laws bring about
changes in those who obey them, going beyond external compliance.86 One might start
obeying a law to avoid penalties, but if the
norm gives satisfaction, it could very well
bring about the kind of transformation Confucians associate only with li.
For example, by repeatedly obeying a law
against littering, a person may develop a
habit of not littering as well as come to appreciate the consequently clean environment
so much that she voluntarily will not litter
even in a country without such a law. 87

Cf. Martha Nussbaum’s discussion of the complex nature of shame and its role in law; she
warns that shame poses dangers antithetical to a
liberal society, and at its most primitive involves
“hiding from our humanity” (Martha Nussbaum, Hiding from Humanity: Disgust, Shame, and
the Law [Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2004]). Discussions of shame in connection
with law have a tendency to treat it as social
sanction, even legal punishment, treating it as an
emotion that results from others’ reactions to
one’s own actions (Richard Posner, Law and Social
Norms [Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 2000], chap. 6). It is important to stress
that “the sense of shame” that translates chi refers to an emotion based on one’s evaluation of
oneself rather than others’ treatment; in his discussion of Mencius’ philosophy, Kwong-loi Shun
contrasted chi with ru in the sense of disgrace,
and remarked about the former’s “more reflective concern with self” (Kwong-loi Shun, Mencius and Early Chinese Thought [Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 1997], pp. 58–62). Western conceptions of shame that come close to chi include
that of Bernard Williams, who maintains that

“Shame can transcend both an assertive egoism
and a conventional concern for public opinion”
(Bernard Williams, Shame and Necessity [Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1993], p. 88). For
more recent discussions of shame, see Johann
A. Klaasen, “The Taint of Shame: Failure, SelfDistress, and Moral Growth,” Journal of Social Philosophy 32 (2001): 174–196; Bryan Van Norden,
“The Emotion of Shame and the Virtue of Righteousness in Mencius,” Dao 2 (2002): 45–78.
86 Wang Xianshen, Hanfeizi jijie, p. 205. The
phrase yi fa jiao xin (using laws to rectify the
mind) may also be translated as “educate heartmind with laws.” The commentary refers to jiao
(educate) as an error, and W. K. Liao substituted
jiao 矯 (rectify) for jiao 教 (educate) in Liao, The
Complete Works of Han Fei Tzu, 1 :271. In either
case, the resulting change goes beyond external
behavior. Confucians will object that Han Fei’s
idea of reform is one of harsh conditioning and
hardly the same thing as Confucian education.
87 Cf. discussion in Joel J. Kupperman, “Xunzi:
Morality as Psychological Constraint,” in Virtue, Nature, and Moral Agency in the Xunzi, ed. T. C.
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Conversely, compliance with ritual norms
may also be due to external factors, such as
a fear of disapproval or a desire for praise
from those around us. It is because external
factors could also play a part in eliciting ritual behavior that historically li came to be
enforced through coercive means in China.
Even if no such external factors are involved, there is no guarantee that habituation will develop a sense of shame rather
than result in blind and mechanical following of the ritual norms that will maintain order only in fairly static conditions.
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Performances that are forced, mechanical, or done for some external reasons are
not exemplary li and are meaningless. Unless
the performance comes from the heartmind, with the recognition that something is
the appropriate thing to do, and, moreover,
is an embodiment of excellence to which
one commits one’s entire person, there is no
Confucian li.
Although it might overlap with Dewey’s
concept of custom, the Confucian concept
of li is not merely about customary morality,
which Dewey contrasts with reflective moral-

Performances that are forced, mechanical, or done for some
external reasons are not exemplary li and are meaningless.
One could argue that Confucius was
quite aware of how li could degenerate into
no more than mechanical habit or compliance for external reasons, and that he would
rather have people ignore li than follow
them only for form’s sake or for the wrong
reasons. His rhetorical question, “Are rites
no more than gifts of jade and silk?”, is an
implied criticism of the mechanical following of ritual forms that already must have
been a problem during his time.88 He told Zai
Wo to ignore the three-year ritual mourning
period if “[you would] be able to enjoy eating your rice and wearing your finery”
against the ritual norms,89 although to other
students he criticized Zai Wo’s lack of feeling, making it clear that li is ethically important even though it defeats the purpose to
force people to conform.

ity. In reflective morality, customs are still
present, but “the individual has to grasp the
meaning of these customs over and above the
bare fact of their existence, and has to guide
himself by their meaning and not by the mere
fact noted.” 90 Adequate performance of
Confucian li must rise to the level of reflective morality, even though over-intellectualizing will get in the way of effective practice.
The Confucian li is closely related to yi 義
—understood as what is meaningful or appropriate. According to the Book of Rites, “li
is the actualization of yi. If an observance
stands the test of being judged by what is yi,
even though the ancient kings may not have
done it, it should be adopted for its yi.” 91
Grasping and embodying the meaning—and
not mere compliance with observed forms—
is critical to effective ritual performance.
Performances of Confucian li are subject to

Kline III and Philip J. Ivanhoe (Indianapolis
and Cambridge: Hackett Publishing, 2000), pp.
89–102, at pp. 95–96.
88 Analects 17.11.
89 Analects 17.21.
90 M5: 167.

91

Sun Xidan, Liji jijie, p. 618. Cf. translation in
James Legge, The Li Ki, in Sacred Books of the East
series (1885), vol. 27, p. 390. For more detailed
discussion of the relation between li and yi, see
Tan, Confucian Democracy, pp. 83–88. Cf. Antonio
Cua, Ethical Argumentation (Honolulu: University
of Hawai’i Press, 1983), pp. 160–163.
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evaluation, by the criterion of yi, or what is
appropriate to a situation. This introduces a
critical reflective element to li that is important to any effort to reform li to meet
changing social and historical circumstances.
The idea of li in Confucianism does not
merely describe customary mores; it is associated with “leading the people with de 德 (excellence or virtue).” 92 For Confucians, good
government is a government of virtue. Such a
government must achieve more than social order based only on prudential actions elicited
by threats or incentives. It must bring about
social harmony based on ethical transformation of the people into virtuous ritual participants. Where actual practices are concerned, whether we apply the term law or li,
what is important is to identify what kind of
social norms are at work and how they work,
so that we may determine whether they will
bring about the kind of social harmony Confucian good government aims for.
What should governments do before that
ideal of harmonious ritual community is
achieved? Voluntary compliance is undoubtedly superior to coerced obedience,
but until the ethical transformation of the
entire populace is complete, threats and incentives remain necessary. Governments
must deal with the problems of an imperfect
society here and now, rather than act as if
they are already living in a utopia of virtue.
This recognition is also present in the Analects, wherein one of the purposes of Confucius’ “rectification of names” (zhengming) is
to ensure that “punishments will fit the
crimes” so that “the people will know where
to put hand and foot.” 93 It becomes much
Analects 2.3.
Analects 13.3.
94 Xunzi 9.2.
95 M11: 219.
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more pronounced in the Xunzi, which advocates that “those who come forward with
good intentions should be treated with full
ritual courtesy; those who come forward
without good intentions should be handled
with punishments.”94
A flourishing, well-governed state must
get both punishments and penalties (xingfa
刑罰) as well as rituals and music (liyue 禮樂
) right, implying that they are complementary. In practical terms, rituals do not offer a
complete alternative to laws as the tool of
government—they are both needed, together with other means, such as education
and non-official agencies that resolve disputes and contribute to social order.
Neither is law alone sufficient for good
government. The “rule by law” that Confucians must reject is a vision of government
that focuses only on the minimal requirement of eliciting external compliance and ignores completely the quest for social order
that is not maintained by coercive threats
and incentives.

Deweyan Democracy and the
Art of Community
Dewey believed that Chinese empires were so
“interwoven with local customs as to be part
of the established order of nature and able to
dispense with military support.” 95 This resulted, in China, in “a scheme of remarkable
static equilibrium—the most stable known to
history.”96
In the nineteenth century, this equilibrium
was disrupted by external forces, and what had
once been a strength became a weakness. 97
M11: 219.
Dewey’s critique agrees with the view of Confucianism as advocating obedience to an obsolete tradition, a view popular among Dewey’s

92

96
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Entrenched customs prevented intelligent solutions to new problems. 98 For customs lack
adaptability, and those whose lives are governed by customs tend to dislike change. Even
in civilized societies, custom “has the greatest
inertia” and tends to persist even through social revolutions that dismantle the visible
structures of institutions. 99 In contrast, laws
pragmatically understood as serving a social
function “assure the introduction on a large
scale of the rational factor into concrete evaluations of legal arrangements.” 100 Pragmatic
laws are amenable to, indeed demand, social
inquiry and intelligent change to ensure that
they live up to their function.
Dewey seems to imply that custom on its
own is an inferior tool compared with law
(which implies custom) because the former is
not amenable to intelligent change. Noting
that some appeal to reason as the “fount and
origin” of laws, Dewey himself considers law
to be “embodied reason” in the sense of “a
formulated generalization of means and procedures in behavior which are adapted to secure what is wanted.”101 Formulation, application, and critique of laws as prescriptive
rules or universal propositions all require
what is commonly recognized as reason. To
be irrational or unreasonable would render a
law seriously flawed if not totally disqualify a
proposition from being a law.

Insofar as deliberate, controlled social
change requires the use of reason (broadly
construed), the Confucian li also needs the
use of reason if it is to be amenable to reform and conscious improvement. For example, when later Confucians such as Zhu
Xi formulated “family rituals,” probably on
the basis of previous practices, reason is involved in reflective selection and modification. This does not contradict the fact that ritual performances are not primarily exercises
in reasoning, but embodied experiences better understood as aesthetic, concerned with
perception, appreciation, and enjoyment.102
Analects 8.8 associates li with arts such as
poetry and music: “Be stimulated by the
Odes, take your stand on the rites and be perfected by music.” The Book of Rites has chapters on music, and on li and music, which are
often mentioned together as liyue in early
Chinese texts. The association of li with music also implies the importance of enjoyment
in ritual practice, as the same character 樂 is
used for both music and joy, a fact that Xun
Zi’s discussion of music made much of.103
Robert Eno captures the centrality of the
aesthetic dimension in Confucian (ru 儒 ) ritual mastery most aptly by describing the Ruists
as “masters of dance.”104

close associates in China, many of whom saw
Confucianism as the albatross around China’s
neck as China entered the twentieth century.
Against this, one could point out that Analects
9.3 explicitly advocates change in a ritual practice even as it resisted another, which indicates
that ideally li 禮 should rise above mere custom,
even though in practice it has been difficult to
do so.
98 M11: 213.
99 M14: 76–77.
100 L14: 122.

L2: 271. See also Dewey’s “Nature and Reason in Law” (M7: 56–63), first published in International Journal of Ethics 25 (1914): 25–32.
102 See Dewey’s definition of the aesthetic in
L10: 53, and the contrast between rational and
aesthetic orders in David Hall and Roger Ames,
Anticipating China: Thinking Through the Narratives of
Chinese and Western Cultures (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1995), pp. 116–117.
103 Book 20 in Knoblock, Xunzi, vol. 3.
104 Robert Eno, The Confucian Creation of Heaven:
Philosophy and the Defense of Ritual Mastery (Albany:
State University of New York Press, 1989), chap.
2.
101
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The aesthetic emphasis of li may be obscured or deliberately suppressed by viewing
it as a rigid set of prescriptive rules of behavior imposed from above in order to entrench
hierarchical class distinctions. Only a small
minority agrees with Hansen that the ancient
Chinese thinkers “never characterized the li
禮 as rules, as oughts, or as prescriptive sentences.” 105 The latter legalization of Confucianism overshadows the origin of li as customary practices wherein, “far from universally applicable principles, they are particular mores, values and guidelines for human
interaction of a particular society at a particular time.”106

The rules may attempt to
articulate the ritual forms,
but to reduce li to rules is to
mistake the sacrificial vessel
for the actual sacrifice.
The Chinese tradition does not offer any
detailed account of the origin of rituals that
matches the Pragmatists’ account of the connection between personal habits and social
customs, and how these emerge in the process of individuals interacting to bring order
to their lives, simplifying practices, and preparing the way for evaluating habits and customs. 107 In general, the Chinese traditional
discourse on li paid more attention to intentional “top-down” propagation and training
to observe the rituals properly than to the
spontaneous emergence of rituals as personal aesthetic practices. The Analects
Hansen, “Fa (Standards: Laws) and Meaning
Changes,” p. 461; David L. Hall, and Roger T.
Ames, Democracy of the Dead: Dewey, Confucius, and
the Hope for Democracy in China (La Salle: Open
Court, 1999), p. 204.
106 Peerenboom, Law and Morality in Ancient
China, p. 125.
105

100

considers the institution of li the province of
the “son of heaven.”108 The treatise on li in
the Xunzi and other early Chinese texts attributed them to the legendary sage-kings.109
Traditional accounts notwithstanding,
the concept of Confucian li could be reconstructed to better appreciate its aesthetic element, which is crucial to its capacity to bring
about harmony. A ritual performance should
be a dynamic process of “nourishing the
emotions,” 110 conveying the fitting emotions and meanings in social interactions.
The rules of li are elicited from exemplary
performances. They emerge out of an aesthetic process and should be treated as secondary rather than definitive. They may
guide the beginner, but the ritual virtuoso has
no need for them. The rules may attempt to
articulate the ritual forms, but to reduce li to
rules is to mistake the sacrificial vessel for the
actual sacrifice.
How inadequate the rule-conception of
rites is may be seen by how little importance
the Analects attaches to the tangible forms,
that part of rites which could be formulated as
enforceable “rules of behavior”:
The Master said, “Surely when one says ‘The
rites, the rites,’ it is not enough merely to
mean presents of jade and silk. Surely when
one says ‘Music, music,’ it is not enough to
mean bells and drums.”111

Confucian li are performances wherein the
particular is more the focus than the universal; quality and content in a unique performance outweigh form and technique in
I thank the anonymous reviewer for suggesting comparison on this point.
108 Analects 16.2.
109 See chapter 19.
110 Xunzi 19.1d.
111 Analects 17.11.
107
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importance. Observing all the correct ritual
forms is worthless if reverence is missing
from the performance:112 “In mourning, it is
better to err on the side of grief than on the
side of formality.” 113 In Confucianism, li
embody the ways of living harmoniously together. Governing through li is to conduct
politics as the art of making community.
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that the aesthetic emphasis of one does not
preclude the use of reason, and the rational
emphasis of the other should not neglect the
aesthetic. The success of reforming laws to
meet the needs and desires of individuals
and communities requires the keen “aesthetic apprehension of quality” mentioned
above as much as rigorous reasoning. While

Studying the way Confucian li work could illuminate the
aesthetic side of political life and enhance our understanding
of how to achieve Deweyan democracy as a way of life.
Studying the way Confucian li work could
illuminate the aesthetic side of political life
and enhance our understanding of how to
achieve Deweyan democracy as a way of life.
Studying how laws could promote democratic life and how they could be continuously reformed to meet the people’s changing needs yields clues for democratizing
Confucian rituals through social inquiry and
reflection. The contrast and complementarity of li as primarily aesthetic and laws as
primarily rational give us a clue to how to introduce flexibility and responsiveness into
the task of government.
As with all pragmatic contrasts, this
should not be reified into a dualism. It must
be stressed that Dewey believed that reason
requires the guidance of feeling (the aesthetic apprehension of quality), and feeling
requires continual reflective (rational) scrutiny.114 Part of appreciating the contrast and
complementarity of li and laws is to realize

the aesthetic is emphasized in particular performances themselves, that li could be formulated and evaluated indicates the applicability of reason to a needed process of improvement as human communities and individuals change.
Dewey himself understood the task of
achieving democracy as both art and science;
he refused to separate the rational and the
aesthetic, although the aesthetic element in
Dewey’s political philosophy has been relatively neglected.115 The tendency to emphasize one at the expense of the other—and,
worse, to oppose them in a dualism—is the
cause of many social problems. To be more
than a political system, more than the “political democracy” that Dewey found “the least
inspiring,” democracy as “the idea of community life itself” must avoid a reified separation of the rational and the aesthetic, and
achieve a balance between them.116

Analects 3.26.
Analects 3.4.
114 I thank the anonymous reviewer for pointing
this out to me and observing that a previous
draft gave the impression of foisting a dualism
of the rational and aesthetic, which Dewey tried
his best to repudiate—an impression that is definitely against my intention as I agree completely

with the reviewer about Dewey’s deliberate undermining of such dualism.
115 For an exception to this general trend, see
Thomas Alexander, John Dewey’s Theory of Art,
Experience, and Nature: Horizons of Feeling (Albany:
State University of New York Press, 1987).
116 L2 : 328.
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The rational and the aesthetic, science
and art, are inseparable in bringing “an organized, articulate public” into being:
The highest and most difficult kind of inquiry and a subtle, delicate, vivid and responsive art of communication must take possession of the physical machinery of transmission and circulation and breathe life into it .
. . for democracy is the name for a life of free
and enriching communion. It had its seer in
Walt Whitman. It will have its consummation when free social inquiry is indissolubly
wedded to the art of free and moving communication.117

Democracy as a way of life is guided by democracy as a regulative idea;118 its meaning
has to be envisioned imaginatively and emotionally, as well as understood conceptually
and analyzed rationally; its functioning must
be investigated empirically. Achieving the
democratic way of life is at the same time an
art and a science.
In Nature and Experience, Dewey points
out that:
science is an art, that art is practice ... that
art—the mode of activity that is charged
with meanings capable of immediately enjoyed possession—is the complete culmination of nature, and that “science” is properly
a handmaiden that conducts events to this
happy issue.119

In Thomas Alexander’s view, “the art of life
is the goal behind Dewey’s ethics, his philosophy of democracy, and his theory of education.” Furthermore, the key to this art of
L2: 350.
L2: 328.
119 L1: 268–269.
120 Ibid., pp. 269–272.
121 L13: 186.
122 M9 : 22.
117
118
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life is to develop a “creative-critical culture,”
a culture understood as “that organized body
of activities by which human beings are
meaningfully present to each other” and “a
culture that is consciously aware of itself as a
shaping and shapeable power.”120
According to Dewey,
The problem of freedom and democratic institutions is tied up with what kind of culture exists. The struggle for democracy has to be
maintained on as many fronts as culture has
aspects: political, economic, international,
educational, scientific and artistic, [and] religious.121

This cultural approach to the pursuit of democracy indicates the area of most fertile engagement between Dewey’s philosophy and
Confucianism. Li constitute an important
part of culture: they are norms of excellence
selected through the experience of a community from what Dewey calls “the habitudes
which lie below the level of reflection which
have been formed in the constant give and
take of our relationship with others.” 122
While reasoning is required to solve problems in social inquiry, li shape the tacit environment, which has an impact on how we
participate in the inquiry and the outcome.123
In an aesthetic experience, we move
from a precognitive, inchoate feeling of a situation to a cognitive, communicative, process of understanding its meaning and value
in the wider, continuous context of shared
experience, and return to an appreciation of
the whole, a sense—which is a fusion of feeling and thinking—of its meaning and value
For more on the role of li in social inquiry,
see Sor-hoon Tan, “Democracy as Communities
of Friends,” in Ewing Chinn and Henry Rosemont, Jr., eds., Metaphilosophy and Chinese Thought
(New York: Global Scholars, 2005), pp. 95–114.
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as immediately embodied in the situation.
According to Dewey, “all communication is
like art,” and communication is central to
the building of community as democratic
processes.124

Li constitute an important

part of culture: they are
norms of excellence selected
through the experience of a
community.
Reasoning in social inquiry is instrumental in solving the problems of the general
public in a democracy. However, thinking
alone does not determine the outcome; the
attitudes and feelings that participants bring
to the inquiry also affect the results. If one
enters an inquiry feeling hostile toward fellow participants, obstinately believing that
one alone is right and entitled to what one
wants, differences of opinion are unlikely to
be resolved to the mutual benefit of all. The
effect of rituals on emotions, especially the
emphasis of Confucian li on respect and deference or “yielding to others,” means that
they could be useful in guiding social inquiry
in the direction of social harmony.
To appreciate how li could be an important complement to laws in government,
we should recognize them as “tacit models of
exemplary conduct” without reducing them
to “customary or interactional law.” Confucians believe that acting and governing appropriately cannot be achieved by merely
applying universal rules in an exercise of reason; they also require aesthetic sensitivity to
the unique circumstances of each particular
situation. Rather than rules that anyone
could comprehend, authoritative performances of li by exemplary individuals
124

M9: 9.
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provide the standards of behavior. This is
why a Confucian government of li also asserts rule by virtuous persons over rule by
law alone.
However, it is important to remember
that de facto governments are not necessarily the people who should rule. As long as
we do not have the most virtuous in government, then laws can be very useful in constraining such imperfect government. Just as
laws have to be applied to subjects who are
not virtuous enough to follow good examples, governments who are not virtuous
enough to govern through li should be
curbed by laws as well. Besides recognizing
that li and laws are more complementary
than mutually exclusive alternatives in currently possible government, we must also realize that there cannot be an absolute rule as
to which is the more appropriate in a particular situation.
Ultimately it is a matter of judgment requiring humanity and wisdom.
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