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T

he World Health Organization learned on December 31,
2019, that a cluster of cases of viral pneumonia had been
reported in Wuhan, China. A month later, with confirmed

cases in 19 countries, the WHO declared a Public Health Emergency.
Nations around the world locked down non-essential economic
activities. 30 Million U. S. workers filed claims for unemployment
insurance. The UN’s International Labour Organization forecasted
“massive damage” to the livelihoods of 1.6 billion informal economy
workers.1 Globally, school and university closures had by April 2020
affected roughly 1.5 billion students.2 By October 2020, 34 million
cases of COVID-19 have been reported, with more than a million
deaths.
On May 25, 2020, Minneapolis Police Department (MPD)
officers responded to a "forgery in progress," and ordered the suspect,
George Floyd, a 46-year-old African American man, into their squad
car. When he failed to comply, Officer Derek Chauvin placed his knee
on Floyd's neck for nine minutes while Floyd pleaded "I can't breathe.”
In the last three minutes Floyd was non-responsive.3

1

Harry Kretchmer, 13 May 2020 How coronavirus has hit employment in G7
economies, World Economic Forum, accessed on October 3 2020 at
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/05/coronavirus-unemployment-jobswork-impact-g7-pandemic/
2 N/A, April 29, 2020. 1.3 billion learners are still affected by school or university
closures, as educational institutions start reopening around the world, says
UNESCO, UNESCO, accessed on October 3 2020 at
https://en.unesco.org/news/13-billion-learners-are-still-affected-schooluniversity-closures-educational-institutions
3 Catherine Thorbecke, May 29, 2020. Derek Chauvin had his knee on George
Floyd's neck for nearly 9 minutes, complaint says. ABC News. accessed on October
3 2020 at
https://abcnews.go.com/US/derek-chauvin-knee-george-floyds-neck-minutescomplaint/story?id=70961042
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The COVID-19 pandemic and State Violence combined to form
the Twin Crisis of 2020.
While people were dying in intensive care from COVID, Black Lives
Matter protesters took to the streets, to be met with counter-protests
by armed right-wing paramilitary groups.
Responding to the pandemic, President Donald Trump
announced on January 22, 2020 that “We have it totally under control.
It’s one person coming in from China, and we have it under control.
It’s going to be just fine.” He repeated these re-assuring words on
February 10: ““Looks like by April, you know, in theory, when it gets
a little warmer, it miraculously goes away. …But we’re doing great in
our country.” He repeated them again on February 24, ““When you
have 15 people, and the 15 within a couple of days is going to be down
to close to zero, that’s a pretty good job we’ve done.”4 By late May,
100,000 U.S. residents were dead from COVID. On October 1, after
mocking presidential candidate Joe Biden for wearing masks and
maintaining social distancing, President Trump announced that both
he and his wife had tested positive for COVID.
Responding to the protests and counter protests, Trump called
the protesters thugs, demanded that toppled Confederate statues be
restored, shared doctored images of black people attacking white
people, and accused former President Barack Obama of “treason.” 5 He
refused repeatedly to condemn white supremacist groups, blamed
4 Tamara Keith, April 21, 2020. “Timeline: What Trump Has Said And Done About

The Coronavirus”. NPR, accessed on October 3 2020 at
https://www.npr.org/2020/04/21/837348551/timeline-what-trump-has-saidand-done-about-thecoronavirushttps://www.npr.org/2020/04/21/837348551/timeline-what-trumphas-said-and-done-about-the-coronavirus
5 Christina Wilkie, June 25, 2020, “Trump cranks up attacks on the Black Lives
Matter movement for racial justice.” CNBC, accessed on October 3 2020 at
https://www.cnbc.com/2020/06/25/trump-attacks-black-lives-matter-racialjustice-movement.html
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violent outbursts on Black Lives Matter, and designated the antifascist movement Antifa a “terrorist organization,”

6

cementing his

role as Crisis Provocateur in Chief.
Pragmatism and Creative Democracy
Pragmatism, among prevailing philosophical persuasions, is uniquely
equipped to respond to crisis. For John Dewey, the Twin Crisis is a
paradigm modern philosophical problem. Writing on his 80th
birthday, while the nation was still plunged in the great depression, he
stated that the problems of the day are “ found in the waste of grown
men and women who are without the chance to work, and in the
young men and young women who find doors closed.” He said we
would have to re-create democracy for our times “by deliberate and
determined endeavor.”

7

He added that the “powerful enemies of

democracy can be successfully met only by the creation of personal
attitudes in individual human beings,” and that “the task of democracy
is forever that of creation of a freer and more humane experience in
which all share and to which all contribute." Creative democracy is a
distinct philosophical and educational problem: theorizing such
attitudes and finding means to develop, sustain, and test them.
With that problem clearly in mind, Dewey Studies invited a
group of distinguished philosophers and educators to reflect on the
twin crisis. How are we to understand the crisis? What forces lie
behind it? What attitudes sustain it and how can we work together to
reconstruct them? How can we, as a democratic community, build a
nation that works to protect and nourish us all?

6

N/A. May 31, 2020. “Antifa: Trump says group will be designated 'terrorist
organisation” BBC News, accessed on October 3 2020 at
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-52868295
7 LW14, 225.
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Themes
The Two Crises are Connected
While the two crises may appear distinct, Marilyn Fischer argues
persuasively that they cannot be disentangled. COVID-19 is a health
challenge, but health is not merely a matter of doctors, nurses, and
hospital beds, but all conditions underlying human flourishing:
Racism is an indicator of how these conditions, the sunlight
and soil of human lives, have been withheld from African
Americans and other disadvantaged groups. When this
withholding is defended in the name of freedom (such as
freedom from “excessive” taxation, or outcomes of
“voluntary,” though asymmetric, labor contracts), then
freedom for some functions as theft from others’ required
conditions for life. Racism today is indeed a public health
crisis.
Fischer’s statement indicates how both the pandemic and
racism are seen through two competing ideological lenses. Most of our
authors also refer to this ideological conflict as among the leading
causes of our national stalemate in the wake of COVID. While
progressives locate the pandemic in the context of climate change and
plenary destruction, libertarians and cultural conservatives dismiss the
virus as a hoax engineered to discredit them. While progressives see
the need for ending state violence, and propose reconstructing police
services, the conservatives call out for “Law and Order.” There is no
common ground for discussion. This problem is addressed by several
contributors.
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Democratic Culture and Discourse
Tom Alexander cites Dewey’s words that democracy is controlled by
a “working faith in the potentialities of human nature as …exhibited
in every human being irrespective of race, color, sex, birth, and family,
of material or cultural wealth” (LW 14: 226). In day to day life “we
must be moved by a “generous belief” in their “possibilities as human
beings.” But clearly, once we wall ourselves off in warring camps, this
generous belief rapidly erodes.
Dwayne Tunstall echoes this concern, noting that “people
have become polarized over even minor issues related to COVID-19.
The wearing of face coverings has become a political issue.” He
concludes that:
We are not a part of a nationwide community, as we neither
share a common past nor work together in pursuit of a shared
future. This is evident in our failure to act together in ways
that create and maintain conditions necessary for an equal
opportunity to develop our talents to the greatest extent
possible.
Both Alexander and Tunstall point to the need to rebuild a
“democratic culture” and restore a “democratic discourse.” But before
we can even begin to figure out how to do that, we have to understand
the conditions that have led us to this impasse.
The Media Landscape
Several of our contributors point to the media as the source of our
deep divisions. Here we must distinguish between mass media, big
polarizing media, and social media. The mass media have fallen under
concentrated ownership, as Lance Mason describes, and are also

Dewey Studies
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beholden to large advertising by commercial firms and political
campaigns:
Throughout the 20th century mass media has fostered an
exodus away from the direct social life of local communities
and toward ... distractions of consumer culture ... While
media had previously presented structural problems for
democracy, in the neoliberal era media has facilitated citizens’
mistrust of government and institutions. Reputable media
organizations cheered the passage of NAFTA and other trade
deals, deregulation initiatives, and gutting of social welfare
policies that had devastating consequences to working people
in the form of lost jobs and a diminished social safety net.
During this time, media companies consolidated into a
handful of giant conglomerates ... treating news divisions as
another profit-making enterprise resulting in today’s hyperpartisanship media landscape.
Winston Thompson notes that the media reality now induces
our responses to the world. He asks, “is it quite right to identify the
killing as the cause of moral outrage and action? Perhaps, it is more
accurate to identify the video of the killing as the source of mass moral
motivation.”
Steven Fesmire notes that these media images do not land on
a tabula rasa. He says that when people impute meanings to events-such as the 2020 killing of George Floyd, “they do so with ideas that
already make sense to them ...And what makes most sense to people is
typically due to others with whom they share identities and life
experiences.” They do not merely make sense, but are inspired to take
action:

Dewey Studies
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We’re driven to mobilize sustained action by convincing
ourselves that our cause is morally or politically in the right,
so they build on their stable-yet-evolving intellectual
scaffolding and explanatory schemes to rationalize, justify, and
sanctify their conduct.
In this way our sharp differences become self-augmenting. We
become even more divided by becoming more and more divided.
Meanwhile, hyper-polarizing large media firms like FOX and
MSNBC shaped news and opinion to appeal to the two divided
political factions, which soon occupied two alternative realities, each
accusing the other of ‘fake news.’ This has rendered ‘democratic
discussion’ across difference impossible and shaken the ‘generous
belief’ in the potentialities of those on the other side of the divide dismissed as either deplorable bigots or libturds.
Moreover, social media sites like Facebook and Twitter are
efficient vehicles for the spreading of every form of propaganda.
Nathan Crick notes that social media can become the
instrument of new democratic forms of fascism:
the networking power of internet and digital communication
has made anyone with a smartphone a potential propagandist,
and anyone with a social media account a potential
propagandee. With the benefit of instantaneous feedback
tabulated through Big Data, these propagandists can easily
gauge public opinion and adapt their messages to the latest
trend. Fascism no longer requires a top-down approach to find
recruits.
Nick Tampio then indicates both the allure and danger of such
propagandizing:

Dewey Studies
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The appeal of sharing propaganda is obvious. It taps into the
viscera. It can make you laugh, but it almost always makes you
angry. … The problem is that propaganda does not make you
smarter or more thoughtful. It does not inculcate a habit of
mind in which you hear multiple perspectives, and reflect a bit,
before deciding on a course of action. People fall out of the
habit of reading, writing, and thinking. Propaganda makes
people feel like they are doing politics at the same time as they
are losing the skills and disposition to be democratic citizens.
For Tampio, the first step toward recovery is simple: withdraw from
social media -Just Stop Tweeting!
Resisting Inertia
The previous contributors then agree that the current media
landscape is driving out conditions for democratic discussion and
collective problem-solving. If creative democracy entails free
communication among all on shared problems, corrupted information
flows that promote antagonist identities are immense hurdles to it.
We must find ways to overcome them.
Jessica Heybach calls on us to fight back against the mediainduced fog. She describes our collective mindset as we are locked
down and immersed within social media as a:
perpetual digital carousel: Facebook, Messenger, Twitter,
Instagram, work email, personal email, CNN notifications,
press briefings, text messages, Google, scrolling, scrolling, half
reading, sharing, commenting, deleting, blocking, replying,
alerts …

scattered-brained—utterly fragmented through

dozens of technological algorithms all pulsating, all pushing,
all demanding attention.
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A natural temptation is to turn away, to return to our scholarship and
teaching. But she warns that inattention is what has allowed problems
from environmental disaster to systematic racism to fester. We have
to navigate our way through the fog to find spaces to speak and act.
Tom Burke agrees, noting while our situation is “really messed up,”
we must resist the temptation to take another “moral holiday,’ and
instead work to establish just laws based on scientific reason and
evidence, and to spread methods of intelligence throughout society.
The emphasis on legal reconstruction is echoed below in Todd Lekan’s
contribution.
Toward Democratic Renewal
Our contributors offer a number of ameliorative measures in our
research and teaching practices and in our personal lives. Here are
some of these.
Democratic Research and Philosophical Reconstruction
Sarah Stitzlein, John Lupinacci, Katie Terazakis and Scott Pratt all
suggest shaping new democratic research programs. Stitzlein says
“One way to revive democracy is to lead or participate in these
inquiries and experiments.“ This will require “forming and growing
small publics around areas of key concern, such as police brutality and
racial inequities in the impact of COVID-19.” Further:
Within those publics, we must identify and define those
problems—to name and frame them in ways that increase
understandings, build movements, and shift perspectives of
others.

Dewey Studies
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Lupinacci sees diverse groups of scholars, educators, and
community leaders working collaboratively to identify community
needs. He then sees them working backwards from those needs to
project better arrangements for education, including “diverse students
learning together to make decisions that support strong, local, living
systems.” I am guessing that Luponacci would also welcome students
on these research teams.
Terazakis, drawing on the work of philosopher John William
Miller, also suggests a new philosophical project, the examination and
recreation of tools. She says:
Every system, he argued, however apparent or obvious, is
made operative via functioning objects, whose symbolic,
meaning-conditioning contributions tend to fade from notice
in the using of them. As Martin Heidegger also said of tools,
we notice them when in crisis; when the hammer breaks.
Arguing that the tools in our current toolbox, the assertion of liberal
rights, and acts of protest, have been effectually nullified by the
Trump-Barr regime, she calls upon us to fashion new ones, including
the critique of capitalism and neoliberalism, and the promotion of a
truth and reconciliation commission on the South African model.
Along somewhat similar lines, Scott Pratt also points to the
philosophical task of forging new tools for re-invigorating democratic
life. He states:
Philosophers, educators, and policy makers who believe that
reasserting the founding principles of the United States in this
moment as a framework for change may be making a critical
mistake. … Perhaps it is time to look elsewhere for more
effective tools of resistance.

Dewey Studies
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Pratt finds these new tools in the thought traditions and ways
of life of our native peoples, recognizing that “the shared world of
native and non-native peoples is a relational world where all its
members—human and otherwise—are related and interdependent
where the central relation is a matter of place.”

This would entail

acknowledging obligations to the land that supports us, the animals,
plants, and lakes, as just like our obligations to other people.
Democratic Education
In one way or another, all of our contributors are concerned about
democratic education in its broadest sense. I pick out three for special
mention.
Paula McAvoy suggests the need for developing a “shared fate”
philosophical conception of both democratic citizenship and
citizenship education in our schools. She accepts that “living in the
U.S. today feels like an ideological civil war awash in belligerency.” In
this situation, spreading the idea of ‘shared fate’ is appealing:
The appeal of shared fate is that it attempts to shift how one
identifies with politics. The psychology around partisanship
shows that identifying with the party in a way that endorses usvs-them thinking is at the root of belligerent attitudes
…Applying the aim of shared-fate citizenship would mean that
education invites students to put some critical distance
between themselves and the major political parties. This
would help students resist over identifying with a partisan
team and instead promote allegiance to democratic values over
party.
Corey McCall offers an intriguing account of public narratives
and monuments as educators. Reflecting on Black Lives Matter
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protests against statues of Confederate ‘heroes,’ McCall says “Heroes
and monuments help constitute us and give us a story to tell about
who we are. Monuments help make us “us,” and this is why they
matter. Monuments are our history teachers. They tell us “who we
ought to be by determining how we ought to remember and
understand our history. … how we ought to relate to the past.”
But history is always contested, and narratives, in shaping an
‘us,’ always include some and exclude others. McCall uses James
Baldwin’s essay “The American Dream and the American Negro” to
cement this point. Baldwin, considering the impact upon his youthful
consciousness of the dominant white cultural narrative, is worth
quoting at length:
In the case of the American Negro, from the moment you are
born every stick and stone, every face is white… It comes as a
great shock ... to discover that the flag to which you have
pledged allegiance, along with everybody else, has not pledged
allegiance to you. It comes as a great shock to see Gary Cooper
killing off the Indians and, although you are rooting for Gary
Cooper, that the Indians are you. It comes as a great shock to
discover that the country which is your birthplace and to
which you owe your life and identity, has not … evolved any
place for you.
McCall concludes that the critical reconsideration of our cultural
narratives and monuments during our crisis period, can lead to new
narratives, new ways of monumentalizing and remembering our past,
and ultimately to a new, more inclusive democratic society. He would
welcome ways of remembering our past that bring us together as
possessing a “shared fate.”
Myron Jackson also considers the way that narratives shape
members of cultural groups, calling our attention to the Black freedom
Dewey Studies

Vol 4 · No 1 · 2020

14

Leonard J. Waks

struggle as exemplifying “a survivalist philosophy that finds stimulus
to build alternative cultures in the disasters of panicked culture.” A
people living together through a history of disastrous events can
develop an “alert intelligence, ready to recalculate theory and practices
on the basis of cultural adaptation.” Such a pragmatic alertness, he
says, tying his exposition to Dewey’s theory of experience, emphasizes
“organic engagement with communities, through an openness flexible
enough to meet the demands of uneasy times and unanticipated
crises.” Being Black in America means living in a state of stress, of
remaining cool in the heat of the moment:
To be Blacked means one does not have the luxury to ignore
how to “read the room” or take a temperature of one’s
reception in the room. The stressful conditions of being a
minority entail a heightened awareness for the sights and
sounds by which one is being appropriated and objectified.
More privileged groups can afford the luxury of ignoring or
downplaying the need to exercise such intensity of personal
and social awareness.
Jackson calls for adopting a “disaster didactics” that is “sensitive to the
demands of adaptability and elasticity.” Its aim is to work despair,
alienation, and rage into constructive projects. Black Americans have
a “head start” in projects of “disaster didactics.” Living through
continual and anticipated disaster has provided a burden, but also an
opportunity for growth - not merely for personal growth but for
“creating alternative cultures as a healthy, constructive response to
panic.” Pragmatist philosophy and democratic education, Jackson
suggests, should thus take the cultural products and biographies of
Black Americans to heart as they look to the future during this crisis
era of suffering and reaction.

Dewey Studies

Vol 4 · No 1 · 2020

15

Leonard J. Waks

Personal Responsibility
Kyle Greenwald also finds a solution to our crisis right in our divided
lives: getting to know those near at hand on the other side of the
factional divide. Hewing close to Dewey, he says:
The living creature interacting with the environment results
in experience. Experience can and should be shared. The more
widely and equitably it is shared, the more democratic the
society, and the more richly textured are the individual
existences therein. Societies and the individuals that comprise
them become more responsive, more informed, and more
committed to those around them. But we must want to know
the other. We must want to overcome isolation, segregation,
and ignorance. There are great forces, both internally and
externally, that drive people apart.
Reading Marilyn Robinson’s novel Gideon, and reflecting on the
character Jack Boughton, the troubled black sheep of the community,
Greenwald concludes:
It is the Jack Boughtons of our lives who must be confronted.
Those whom we can’t understand. Those who we are
convinced are persecuting us. Those who bring out our own
most paranoid fears.
Todd Lekan brings the matter even closer to home. Drawing
on Dewey’s conception of habit as already shaping what we see, what
we take it to mean, and how it inclines us to react, Lekan says that:
Our habits are means for accomplishing purposes, but they
also operate “behind our backs” serving ends that we might not
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endorse or even consciously reject. Many habits that we
believe we have shed actually live on as vestigial structures that
continually shape how we think and act in our social
environments.
Lekan argues that democracy requires all individuals and groups to
face injustice squarely by an “honest reckoning of the pattern of habits
that enable some social groups to enjoy power and privilege while
others are exploited, marginalized, and oppressed.”
But for Lekan this reckoning is no mere navel gazing: it
requires acknowledgement of the dual personal-social nature of our
habits. Echoing Tom Burke, he says: “Changing these habits in
meaningful ways requires much more than personal efforts to raise
consciousness. They involve changing policies, laws, and social
practices.” The new forms of public philosophy and action research
suggested by Steizlein, Terazakis, and Pratt, and the educational
projects developed by McAvoy and McCall, can all provide powerful
tools for these efforts.
***
I wish to thank all of the contributors for the essays prepared rapidly
in our time of crisis. They were all invited personally by the editor of
Dewey Studies. Anyone who has edited a book or journal issue under
time pressure understands that the authors whose works appear do
not precisely represent the population of authors invited to
contribute. So, I also thank those who, due to time pressure or
conflicting commitments, considered our invitation but graciously
declined to contribute.
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***
This issue of Dewey Studies demonstrates the on-going diverse interest
in, and influence of, John Dewey throughout the world. The editors
ask readers to submit articles to Associate Editor Jared Kemling
(jaredkemling@gmail.com), ideas for panels and special issues,
interviews, research notes to Leonard Waks (ljwaks@yahoo.com),
and book reviews and composite review articles to Reviews Editor
Daniel Brunson (daniel.brunson@morgan.edu).
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A

merican democracy faces its greatest peril since the Civil
War. Aside from the pandemic, made worse by the
incompetence of an anti-science President, we teeter on the

edge of dictatorship. The party that prided itself on upholding
traditional American values has failed to safeguard the Constitution.
Amid this, the videotaped killing of George Floyd has sparked a
national confrontation of the problems of racism in American society.
At least the facades used to disguise racism are dissipating just as the
lies of a rogue President have begun to crash on the rocks of reality. I
do believe we must be at a turning point in our history. I find myself
going back to the fiercely honest essays of James Baldwin, our Camus,
and to analyses of how the betrayal of American democracy by the
GOP has gone on at least since the Gingrich Congress of 1994. But I
do this for the sake of asking a projective question: whither
democracy?1 What do we need to achieve a “culture of democracy”
which, as Dewey said, is the real issue in any democracy?
Dewey’s “Creative Democracy—The Task Before Us” is
slightly older than Dewey was when he wrote it in 1939 for a
celebration of his eightieth birthday.2 1939 was not a year for
simpering optimism. The Great Depression dragged on; the Spanish
Civil War came to an end as Barcelona and Madrid fell to the fascists;
Imperial Japan continued its war in China; Nazi Germany invaded
Poland, triggering the Second World War. Dewey’s essay stands as
one of his clearest testimonials, along with “My Pedagogic Creed”
(1896) and “What I Believe” (1930). The central claim he makes is that
1

James Baldwin, Collected Essays, Toni Morrison ed. (New York: The Library of
America, Inc., 1998). See also Eddie S. Glaude, Jr., Begin Again: James Baldwin’s
America and Its Urgent Lessons for Our Own (New York: Crown, 2020) and Sam
Rosenfeld, The Polarizers (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2018).
2 Dewey’s essay appears along with essays by Horace Kallen, Arthur E. Murphy,
Ernest Nagel, John Herman .Randall, Jr., Hu Shih and others: The Philosopher of the
Common Man (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1940). Dewey’s birthday is October
20.
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democracy is not so much a form of government but a culture that
gives expression to a democratic way of life without which political
democracy cannot exist. Dewey ascribes “the present crisis” as due to
taking for granted our democracy as an automatic process, “as if our
ancestors had succeeded in setting up a machine that solved the
problem of perpetual motion in politics” (LW 14: 225). 3 If not
embodied in the Constitution, we assume democracy is a matter of
“politics” in the national or state capitols, something enacted by
representatives and by occasional fulfillment of duties by citizens in
elections. To think of democracy as a “way of life,” he says, is better as
long as we do not think of a way of life as something external, as
imposed. Rather:
… we can escape from this external way of thinking only as we
realize in thought and act that democracy is a personal way of
individual life; that it signifies the possession and continual use
of certain attitudes, forming personal character and
determining desire and purpose in all the relations of life.
Instead of thinking of our own dispositions and habits as
accommodated to certain institutions, we have to learn to
think of the latter as expressions, projections and extensions
of habitually dominant personal attitudes (LW 14: 226).
In this sense, then, democracy is “a personal, an individual way of life,”
an expression of character, not simply following rules or laws.
But what does this mean? Dewey adds, “Democracy is a way of
life controlled by a working faith in the possibilities of human nature”;
that is, “… it means faith in the potentialities of human nature as that
nature is exhibited in every human being irrespective of race, color,

3

See Michael Kammen, A Machine that Would Go of Itself (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 1986).
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sex, birth, and family, of material or cultural wealth” (LW14:226). In
our daily relations to others, we must be moved by a “generous belief”
in their “possibilities as human beings.” In the most general sense, this
means that we act toward others in terms of how they may be, not
simply in terms of how they are. We see the actual in the light of the
possible.4
Not all possibilities are equal. Some can be destructive,
narrowing, isolating. But if we see them as possibilities, we may be
better able to evaluate how to act in the present. James Baldwin
describes growing up in Harlem and gradually realizing at the age of
fourteen the very few real options that existed for him.
What I saw around me that summer in Harlem was what I had
always seen; nothing had changed. But now, without any
warning, the whores and pimps and racketeers on the Avenue
had become a personal menace. It had not before occurred to
me that I could become one of them, but now I realized that
we had been produced by the same circumstances. Many of my
comrades were clearly headed for the Avenue, and my father
said I was headed that way, too. … Crime became real, for
example—not as a possibility, but as the possibility. One would
never defeat one’s circumstances by working and saving one’s
pennies….5
For young Baldwin, in those constrained circumstances, the one way
out seemed to be the church. Eventually, he came to see the church as
another scam. But some of his teachers and the abstract-expressionist
painter Beauford Delany had by then opened up to him the other
4

This can be said to summarize Dewey’s view of intelligence, imagination, art,
inquiry, and freedom; it is also his definition of God.
5 James Baldwin, Down at the Cross [The Fire Next Time] in James Baldwin: Collected
Essays, pp. 296-299.

Dewey Studies

Vol 4 · No 1 · 2020

22

Thomas Alexander

possibility of being a writer, which was to be his passion.
Thus, Dewey wants us to see as a basic condition for
democracy an attention to possibilities, both for good and bad. To
grasp the possibilities for good, for the realization of inherently
choice-worthy ends, means “providing conditions by which these
capacities can reach fulfillment” (LW14:226). In other words, a
democratic culture and a democratic disposition mean attending to the
conditions whereby present events can become their best possibilities.
This should mean making available the conditions to help individuals
realize their capacities for well-lived, meaningful, value-rich lives.
Dewey adds another prescription: “Democracy is a way of
personal life controlled … by faith in the capacity for intelligent
judgment and action if proper conditions are furnished” (LW14;227).
This amounts to a faith that experience ultimately contains the
resources for intelligent conduct, though these must usually be
disclosed through patient inquiry. The “democratic faith” involves “a
belief in the ability of human experience to generate the aims and
methods by which experience will grow in ordered richness” (LW14:
229). This implies that there is no appeal to something by which
experience is regulated or controlled; there is no authority “alleged to
exist outside the processes of experience” (LW14:229).6 He adds,
“Since the process of experience is capable of being educative, faith in
democracy is all one with faith in experience and education” (LW14:
229).
While a respect for and familiarity with “things as they are”—
a well-informed and hard-headed realism—and a deep knowledge of

6

This brief statement summarizes the long process in Dewey’s own philosophical
development in going from “absolutism” (Absolute Idealism) to his
“experimentalism,” largely through the impact of William James’s Principles of
Psychology in the 1890s. The four essays he contributed to Studies in Logical Theory
(1903), reprinted in Middle Works 2 (293-378), are the first articulate fruits of that
struggle.
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how things have been—a sensitive knowledge of history—are
necessary, these are not to be uncritically accepted or revered, but are
ultimately to tell us of how things can be. The human imagination is
deeply grounded in habit, and habits can be prisons, as James famously
says in his Principles.7 Seventy years after the Communist victory in
China, which was followed by a militant struggle to uproot and
eradicate the Confucian past, Confucianism revives.
Dewey turned to the ideal of education, open for all, for the
formation of democratic habits. But we know how reluctantly
Americans face the responsibility of funding education. The idea of
inquiry too has become debased as a set of “opinions” against which
other “opinions” may be set. The bizarre response by many Americans
to the COVID-19 crisis, refusing to perform even basic public
hygiene, indicates that for many our science education has failed.
“Reality” is political. One long term response ahead of us is extensive
rebuilding of our educational system, especially in civics and science.
Dewey also connected the idea of democracy to that of
communication. Communication is not just speaking; it is also
listening. There must be a sense that not only may one speak but one
may be heard, if not necessarily agreed with. This, too, is in danger.
Dewey says,
Intolerance, abuse, calling of names because of differences of
opinion about religion or politics or business, as well as
differences of race, color, wealth, or degree of culture are
treason to the democratic way of life. For everything which
bars freedom and fulness of communication sets up barriers
which divide human beings into sets and cliques, into
antagonistic sects and factions, and thereby undermines the
democratic way of life. Merely legal guarantees of free belief,
7 Principles of Psychology Vol I, Chapter 4.
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free expression, free assembly are of little avail if in daily life
freedom of communication, the give and take of ideas, facts,
experiences, is choked by mutual suspicion, by fear, by hatred.
These things destroy the essential condition of the democratic
way of living more effectually than open coercion… (LW14:
227-228).
One of the most disturbing aspects of the contemporary situation in
the United States is the extent to which moral dogmatism and
ideological, authoritarian thinking have pervaded the extremes of the
political spectrum. Authoritarian reason may utter democratic truths,
but without a democratic spirit. Aristotle pointed out that just as a
drunk may recite the lines from Empedocles’ On Nature without
thereby knowing what he is saying, so may a morally weak person
utter the moral truths such as a genuinely good person might without
thereby being a fully moral person. Democratic communication takes
into account the power of language as well as human vulnerability.
Democratic discussion aims at mutual education, and no one was
educated by being called names, by being shouted at or by being
shamed. One of the first things to be done in the rebuilding of a
democratic culture is for each of us to aim at democratic speech. This,
I believe, is essential for everything else.
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T

he rule of law in a democratic republic does not guarantee
the efficacy of civic virtue. This problem was addressed in
Plato’s Republic by acknowledging the need to place

“philosopher kings” (wise rulers) at the top of the governmental
ladder. The early Roman Kingdom and the later Roman Republic
addressed the same problem at least in part by instituting a Senate (an
assembly of elders) as an experienced council of advisors to an
executive magistrate (“king” or otherwise). We know the history.
Such tactics haven’t worked. We cannot institute wisdom and/or
virtue by statutory law, and it is foolish to think that we may rely on
the wisdom of our elders carte blanche. It would be naive moreover to
think it might be enough, and pathetic to think it might be effective,
merely to moralize about how citizens and their representatives in a
democratic republic ought to be virtuous. Might some other kind of
political machinery solve this problem to guarantee the rule of virtue?
For example, in the US, Madisonian checks and balances among
separate but equal powers of government were designed to counteract
regional, cultural, and economic factionalism. But history, beginning
with George Washington’s presidency, clearly shows that these checks
and balances fail as such to engage with issues of civic vice, and so they
fail to secure virtue and thus justice in the US.
Evidence of this long standing failure was available as of 25
May 2020 as people the world over witnessed the inhumane killing of
George Floyd by police officers in Minneapolis. This killing occurred
in plain sight.
This public killing was made possible, some have asserted,
because corruption (racist and otherwise) has been allowed to thrive
within the ranks of local police forces. Individual officers in too many
cases enjoy a guarantee that their disciplinary records will be sealed
against public review (a guarantee secured by police unions in
negotiations with local governments, advanced in no small part by
Maryland’s 1973 “Law Enforcement Officers’ Bill of Rights” and
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similar laws passed thereafter in 15 other States, including
Minnesota). It is thus more than possible (as actualized by 1977 in
Maryland) that many police officers simply will not be held
accountable for their own professional misconduct. These ad hoc
protections have a kind of “underworld” quality to them. They
highlight a methodological weakness in the law that has been
dangerously exploited, and not only by police unions. Such
protections are in fact protections against the rule of law in any
normal sense that applies to the rest of us.
Consider the consequences. So far as police officers and police
unions are concerned, corruption may be concealed and may move
from one locale to another whenever it becomes so egregious that
even police union lawyers cannot immediately conceal it. Worse, we
cannot confidently deny that more often than not such corruption can
be and is immediately concealed. Is that how George Floyd’s killer(s)
survived to appear on cue at the intersection of East 38th Street and
Chicago Avenue in the Powderhorn Park neighborhood of
Minneapolis on 25 May 2020? Maybe not; but in general, how could
we possibly know, given the blanket concealment of police
disciplinary records? We may never know in any given case short of
airing the relevant records of the officers involved in such killings.
Something is amiss here. If the killing of George Floyd was
preventable except for this police-union-lawyerized concealment of
police disciplinary records, then that killing was not just heartrendingly bad. It was horribly tragic, so completely avoidable except
for lawyering that was blind to concerns for promoting civic virtue
versus civic vice.
The fear here, then, is that vice is being allowed to operate on
the streets of Minneapolis aided and abetted by the rule of law, for
sure, but law that has been corrupted by police union lawyers. So we
are back to where we started. If the rule of law cannot protect us
against civic vice, then what can?
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The killing of George Floyd is just one of many results of civic
vice operating on public streets and within various halls of
government, from top to bottom. Civic vice may operate in the hearts
and minds and actions of individual citizens, or among mobs of such
individual citizens. It may operate in the White House, in Congress,
or in the Supreme Court, just as as easily as it may operate within the
administrations of police unions and among individual police officers
on the streets of our local communities.
The extent to which such corruption is allowed to persist and
fester in any of its streets or anywhere within the halls of its
government measures how much a democratic republic’s moral fiber
will have weakened and rotted (if it was ever sound in the first place).
Thus, here we are as of June 2020, with no way to guarantee that we
might not have, e.g., a narcissistic megalomaniacal demagogue in the
White House all the way down to, say, a self-protectionist, footdragging, distractionist, abusive, racist president of the Minneapolis
Police Union.
Maybe there were reasons at some point for government
police forces to become as armed and ruthless as might be needed to
counter organized crime, foreign and domestic, etc.; but these
government forces have for much longer, before and after, been
corrupted from within—perhaps by forces mustered in the form of
State slave patrols (so-called well-regulated militias) to chase down
runaway slaves before the Civil War, joining after 1865 with the Ku
Klux Klan (a private club for Confederate veterans, and eventually a
secret terrorist society) to enforce “black codes” and Jim Crow laws
that legalized racial segregation and repression, etc. Police forces ever
since and almost everywhere have not excluded and thus may easily
have included such elements, perhaps even having become agents of
their own distinctive strain of organized crime, racist and otherwise.
That may only be paranoid anxiety speaking, but what do we do now,
specifically with regard to racism, especially where local police forces
Dewey Studies

Vol 4 · No 1 · 2020

29

F. Thomas Burke

fail to police themselves properly in regard to their own legal conduct?
After 401+ years of facing and/or ignoring the problems of
racism in what is now the US, there seem to be few if any plausible
candidate solutions to which a preponderance of the current citizenry
of the US would agree (by votes in open and fair elections). Various
moves are once again being made in sporadic ways in some locales
against the hegemonic influence of police unions. Yet we as a nation
are so polarized (along orthogonal lines of wealth, skin-color, etc.)
that it is far too likely that we will soon take yet another moral holiday
and slip back into subliminally fearful ignorance of the many clear and
present dangers of racial injustice.
Things are really messed up, yet we would just as soon take a
moral nap?
This tendency to lapse into civic oblivion is evidence of a
fundamental weakness in the design of US governance. The US
Constitution provides no protections against our nation’s falling into
such willful ignorance of assaults on civic virtue. Worse, few of us the
people seem to be cognizant of this defect in US law (other than those
who understand how it may be exploited with impunity). This is a
seriously present and dangerous flaw in our legal system.
John Dewey repeatedly highlighted the gravity of these
problems and repeatedly proposed a singular insightful solution. He
states, in short, that the only way to successfully counter civic vice is
not just to advise against vice as such but actually to institute laws and
methods of intelligence (science, logic) as laws and methods of the land,
at every level of governance, federal to local, top to bottom.
Translation: methods of civic science are the best if not only effective
way to counter forces of civic vice. In Dewey’s own words:
Democracy is a way of personal life controlled not merely by
faith in human nature in general but by faith in the capacity of
human beings for intelligent judgment and action if proper
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conditions are furnished. … For what is the faith of democracy
in the role of consultation, of conference, of persuasion, of
discussion, in formation of public opinion, which in the long
run is self-corrective, except faith in the capacity of the
intelligence of the common man to respond with
commonsense to the free play of facts and ideas which are
secured by effective guarantees of free inquiry, free assembly
and free communication? I am willing to leave to upholders of
totalitarian states of the right and the left the view that faith in
the capacities of intelligence is utopia. For [this faith in the
capacities of intelligence] is so deeply embedded in the
methods which are intrinsic to democracy that when a
professed democrat denies the faith he convicts himself of
treachery to his profession. [LW14.227; emphasis added]
This particular passage was written in 1939 in the context of
addressing Nazism and pointing out the hypocrisy of denouncing the
latter while at the same time maintaining “racial, color, or other class
prejudice” in the US.
The latter in turn was addressed in the context of pointing out
that our democratic republic is not a perpetual motion political
machine running effortlessly somewhere in Washington DC or in
State capitol buildings. We cannot afford to take moral or legal
holidays as if some such fictional political machine will continue to
operate without our attention. We must consistently, consciously, and
proactively apply intelligent (scientific, logical) methods at every turn,
at every moment, in every case, to preserve civic virtue. In 1941,
Dewey continues:
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If this view were generally held, there would be assurance of
introduction on a large scale of the rational factor into
concrete evaluations of legal arrangements. For it demands
that intelligence, employing the best scientific methods and
materials available, be used, to investigate, in terms of the
context of actual situations, the consequences of legal rules and
of proposed legal decisions and acts of legislation. The present
tendency, hardly more as yet than in a state of inception, to
discuss legal matters in their concrete social setting, and not in
the comparative vacuum of their relations to one another,
would get the reinforcement of a consistent legal theory.
[LW14:122; emphasis added]
One could go on citing Deweyan texts. See Dewey 1928 [LW3:177ff]
and 1939b [LW14:367–368] which likewise emphasize the need to
incorporate methods of intelligence (science, logic) into the
operations of governance, federal or local or anywhere in between.
The Trump administration’s refusal to heed medical science in the face
of the COVID-19 pandemic is just the tip of a very chilling iceberg.
The entire federal government’s chronic inability to restrain if not
prevent such incompetence is not the result of refusing to heed a
science or logic of governance but is due to a complete lack of
recognition that there is any such science or logic of governance.
Why is this? In the short run, a vote for the other political
party may serve as some kind of corrective to such incompetence. But
that will not address the systemic ignorance of science and logic that
pervades all sides of however many political aisles there may be from
one election to the next. Suffice it to say that we cannot rely on our
ever being graced with wise rulers or councils of virtuous elders. We
have to face up to the fact that, in the long run, we can rely only on
our own efforts as a unified nation to exercise methods of intelligence
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as a matter of course and not just as an occasional blessing from on
high.
This is Dewey’s answer to the question of corruption in the
execution of the law. Literally, it means that objective, disinterested,
impartial, unbiased, unprejudiced methods of science—methods of
intelligence—should be recognized and required as overarching
constraints on democratic governance, i.e., that the principles that
distinguish proper scientific inquiry (what Dewey, following Peirce,
referred to as laws of deductive, inductive, and/or abductive
inference) should somehow be instituted as laws of the land.
This assertion is not designed just to praise Modus Ponens per
se, nor only to emphasize the importance of random sampling or
multi-phased testing of hypotheses, nor only to glorify insightful
hypothesis formation. It is designed rather to highlight the essential
importance of all such aspects of legitimate logical inference insofar as
they are supposed to function singularly and together in an integrated
way, each with their own normative constraints but all together
according to functional constraints that constitute intelligent
inquiry—in this case, in the machinations of federal legislative,
executive, and judicial governance.
In effect, by requiring the exercise of intelligent inquiry in this
sense within any and all procedures of democratic republican
governance, the rule of law might thus steel itself against inclinations
toward civic vice, from top to bottom, from the halls of Congress to
the streets of Minneapolis.
Specifically with regard to racism, legalizing such methods
would mean that we must inevitably ignore skin color as a measure of
civic virtue. (Do the science, correctly, if you are not already convinced
of that fact.) With regard to recent events circa June 2020, another
corollary is that individual police officers’ disciplinary records would
not be sealed, that these officers’ conduct would not be immune from
public review, given that that is only a way of tampering with data
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(which is bad science). Rather, they (and any other policing agency)
would as a matter of course be held accountable for their own
professional misconduct. Science requires it. This sort of thing would
not render civic vice nonexistent among our police forces, but it might
work effectively to debilitate it.
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ascism has become a way of life. To overcome fascism is not
only about challenging authoritarian regimes; it is about
changing lifestyles. For fascism should not be thought of

exclusively in terms of party memberships and totalitarian states.
These remnants of 20th century fascism still exist and confront them
we must; but they are only the latest material manifestations of
widespread underlying fascist attitudes. A new form of fascism has
come into being, one that no longer requires the strong arm of the
police state and propaganda ministry to design its policies and
implement its programs and pogroms. Fascism exists globally today as
a self-augmenting, self-propagating rhetorical phenomena on social
media in which consumer and producer blend into one another and
become a single, shapeless, constantly shifting social organism whose
single-minded aim is the rebirth of a mythic identity that would once
and for all put an end to history.
“Make Us Great Again”
There is nothing mysterious about fascism. The motto always stays
the same—Make Us Great Again. This mobilizing myth is common to
all fascist movements. No genius inspires this motto. It is simply
fascism boiled down to a formula. Fascism creates an origin myth of a
specific Chosen People bound together by Blood and Soil, narrates a
Fall when this people were scattered, betrayed, and weakened by the
infiltration of Barbarians preaching “tolerance,” and foretells a destiny
whereby the Truth is a revealed, the Barbarians are vanquished, and
through heroic sacrifice they achieve a Rebirth. In every specific
instance, of course, fascism appears in different guises, cobbling
together a ramshackle coherence out of bits and pieces of dominant
fashion, culture, ideology, and religion. But one should not be
distracted by such differences. The fundamental attitudes are
consistent and simple.
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Pragmatically understood, “fascism” does not exist as some
fixed entity; it is just a concept that helps us interpret numerous
interconnected effects that began to appear together in the early 20th
century, shortly after the end of the First World War. Prior to the
war, imperialism and colonialism were the order of the day, with the
(white) European powers and the United States pursuing with
ruthless self-satisfaction the domination and subsequent exploitation
of the rest of the (non-white) peoples of the globe. The sudden
realization of finitude culminated in a War for the Scraps led by the
aristocracy, or a European version of King of the Hill. Fascism, by
contrast, sprung from the trenches. Exploiting the new media of the
day—radio, posters, cheap newspapers, photographs, and cinema—
those who had fought or suffered in the war felt they had been
betrayed by the ruling classes, manipulated by secret conspirators
(namely Jews and Bolsheviks), and exploited by the opposing
European powers. Particularly in Germany, they convinced
themselves they were simultaneously the true victims and the true
victors, the ones who had suffered the most but also the ones who
were a superior race. Fascism was a movement that redirected racist
entitlement of imperialism back within its own borders, purging with
relentless intolerance all those it saw as threatening or undermining
its destiny to global rule. Fascism is what happens when modern
communication, military, and bureaucratic technologies are put in the
service of self-identified “Chosen People” who feel they must use any
means necessary to ensure its Rebirth and beat back the tides of
Barbarism.
Democratic Fascism
For better or worse, what distinguishes the new fascism from the old
is that the fascism of the 21st century has become democratic. In the
time of Mussolini and Hitler, fascism meant mass censorship and the
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state control of all educational institutions and mass communication
technologies. Only through destroying democracy could fascism attain
power.
Today, the networking power of internet and digital
communication has made anyone with a smartphone a potential
propagandist, and anyone with a social media account a potential
propagandee. With the benefit of instantaneous feedback tabulated
through Big Data, these propagandists can easily gauge public opinion
and adapt their messages to the latest trend. Fascism no longer
requires a top-down approach to find recruits. Anyone who feels the
need to be Made Great Again will themselves seek out fascist
propaganda and follows its cues in everyday life. In real time, fascist
propaganda directs behavior and transforms even the most trivial
choices, from the choice of holiday cups to one’s choice of canned
beans, into a heroic battle against Decadence. Fascism becomes a
lifestyle precisely because social media leaves no aspect of life
untouched. The propaganda of fascism is ravenous; it consumes
everything.
At the same time, the democratization of fascism has often had
the effect of purifying it into impotence. Fascism is powerful when it
can pretend it is something other than fascism, when it cloaks itself in
the conventional symbolism of religion, patriotism, and race pride.
That is why Fascism came to power in the United States in 2016, by
taking the form of what John Dewey called “Economic Man” who
could pretend that all the ills of the world could be solved by the heroic
mythology of laissez-faire capitalism. But the more this regime
adopted the explicit policies reminiscent of 20th century fascism, such
as the institution of concentration camps, the explicit appeal to white
supremacy, the licensing of squastistri in American cities, and the de
facto creation of a post-COVID-19 death cult, the more that the
emancipatory properties of free and open communication created
movements of resistance. Consequently, just when fascists believe
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they have finally attained power, they will see themselves utterly
humiliated under the relentless interrogation of the public sphere.
But fascism will not be defeated because it loses an election.
Fascism exists in our attitudes, in our hopes and fears, in the everyday
practices that govern our social life. And fascism will always be with
us. For fascism grows out of the soil of a naïve and self-centered
idealism that unfortunately seems to be native to the human spirit.
Dewey referred to this as a combination of anti-naturalism and antihumanism, the first being a refusal to admit that we are part of nature,
the second refusal to admit our common humanity. All too easily our
pride welcomes the lie that we are, in fact, the Chosen Ones, beings
that are made of different “stuff” than our environment and designed
to be superior to the various Others who exist outside of the Chosen
Circle. Fascism channels this native bigotry through the techniques of
political modernity, but its origin seems more ancient.
Lessons to Learn
The lessons that John Dewey has taught me over the years have been
simple ones. First, we become more human when we accept that we
are part of a common world. A genuine humanism is also a naturalism,
an acceptance and an embrace of our interconnectedness on this earth.
Whether brought about by God’s design or through the evolution of
matter and energy, we are thrown together in time and space and find
a way to connect with other beings through the miracle of shared
experience. A democratic humanism means a commitment to
establishing a political order whereby we acknowledge our collective
responsibility to one another, invest in the cooperative means to
enable the possibility of growth, and respect the limitations that come
with existing in a condition of finitude.
Second, much of our labor in the world comes down to
applying the everyday ethic of what Albert Camus called “common
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decency.” In an infinite universe, we cannot hope to solve let alone
understand the problems of the universe. But in the small horizons of
our existence, we can try to extend common decency to those who
lives we touch. As Dewey said, democracy is enacted in our
conversations on the street corner with friends, coworkers, and
strangers—in those moments when a passing word or phrase forces
upon us the ethical choice of speaking or silence, of support or
sanction.
But the final lesson is perhaps the hardest of all—confrontation with
fascism requires something more than just common decency; it
requires intelligence. For fascism thrives in ignorance and selfdeception. It actively seeks to deny the facticity of the world, the
integrity of shared experience, and the existence of other perspectives.
But for Dewey, democratic life requires the constant and cooperative
inquiry into our common world in order to trace the constantly
changing relationships in which we are embedded. For it is only
through the act of inquiry that our common world reveals itself to our
collective imagination and allows us to visualize our place in nature.
Fascism wishes to replace the results of inquiry with stick figure
drawings in thick black marker. Democratic humanism calls us to
strive to make use of all the techniques of art, science, and
communication to picture our complex universe in a way that makes
it possible for us to visualize our place in a greater community.
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“People who shut their eyes to reality simply invite their own destruction,
and anyone who insists on remaining in a state of innocence long after that
innocence is dead turns himself into a monster.”
-James Baldwin (1953)
Making Sense

T

he worldly events that determine our lives don’t come
prepackaged with a transparent way to interpret them. We
give them significance, and these meanings diverge. People

earnestly impute meanings to social and political events using ideas
that others can barely conceive without caricature.
Often this disconnect arises from differences in habituated
worldviews, as with incompatible conceptions of freedom, equality,
justice, identity, and responsibility that inform the so-called “culture
wars” between American conservatives and progressives. Deeper still,
disconnects arise from tragic failures to communicate across what
James Baldwin called “levels of experience.”

In Baldwin’s

interpretation, the putative state of innocence of a life typified by
Doris Day’s songs of the 1940s and 50s is ruthlessly protected against
any genuine dialectical encounter with the struggles of a life typified
by Ray Charles’s blues. It would help, Baldwin implied, if our
country’s Doris Days worked harder to “get” the blues (cf. Glaude 2007
and 2020). At any rate, when people impute meanings to events--such
as the 2020 killing of George Floyd, the shooting of Jacob Blake, and
subsequent upheavals--they do so with ideas that already make sense
to them. And what makes most sense to people is typically due to
others with whom they share identities and life experiences, and from
whom they’ve inherited their basic intellectual scaffolding.
But making sense of an event isn’t enough. We’re driven to
mobilize sustained action by convincing ourselves that our cause is
morally or politically in the right. So people build on their stable-yet-
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evolving intellectual scaffolding and explanatory schemes to
rationalize, justify, and sanctify their conduct. Contemporary moral
psychologists make a related point that what goes by the name of
“moral reasoning” often amounts to little more than a self-justifying,
ineffectual “rider” (reason) atop the headstrong “elephant” of
habituated intuitions (Haidt 2012).
Becoming a Moral Monster
The easiest part of becoming what Baldwin called a moral monster is
to cultivate only those beliefs and values that confirm pre-existing
desires and biases. The more complicated part is to construct a
justifying consciousness that allays any doubts as to the rightness of
our behaviors. This self-justifying consciousness insures that we’ll
arrive safely at foregone conclusions with little risk of confronting
others’ experiences in a way that might unsettle our equilibrium or sap
our vehemence. As Dewey observed in a 1916 essay on “The Mind of
Germany,” this subtle work requires us to build up a system of beliefs
that “effectively mask from view whatever would trouble action were
it recognized” (MW 10:217). With such rationalizing beliefs in place,
people avoid facing realities that might upend their pretenses, and
they can deny the social and material conditions they need to deny in
order to stay their course, so they are now ideally positioned to be, in
Dewey’s words, “profoundly moral even in their immoralities” (217).
Take a couple of examples of how we can become moral
monsters, beginning with the construction of a self-justifying
consciousness about structural discrimination. When a group of
people who occupy positions of caste-like systemic dominance
(Wilkerson, 2020) consistently holds that racial injustice is largely a
bygone chapter of American history (“All Lives Matter”), or that the
movement for black lives simply plays up victimhood as a red herring
for laziness, this group sees no point in dialogue with those who could
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unsettle and disarm their self-justified inaction. After all, from their
little seat atop their elephantine unacknowledged habits, most
members of this group reason that once the institution of slavery was
ended, residual racial injustice was based on a lingering individual
character defect called “racism.” Now that most members of the
dominant “caste” don’t consciously feel racist anymore, they believe
racial injustice is limited to a few bad apples who utter racial slurs,
commit hate crimes, spew racial hatred, and blatantly discriminate.
These must be chastened or prosecuted, they insist, but systemic racial
injustice is water under the bridge.
As a related example, many contemporary white Americans
believe that racial justice is a zero-sum game that they are losing
(Norton and Sommers, 2011). On that view, black gains are white
losses, so a tragic black loss—disproportionate Covid-19 deaths,
driving while black, being arrested while black, walking away from an
officer while black, jogging while black--may seem to matter a bit less
than it might otherwise. Of course, most who labor under this
intellectual habit will blanch at the immoderate crassness of the
avowed white supremacist who, Confederate flag in hand, declares
that these losses help to even the score. This seems a bridge too far to
them.
Nevertheless, to hold the zero-sum view of racial justice is to
dwell in an intellectual house designed to keep its occupants’ faces
turned away from the persistent institutionalized conditions that
break black bodies and souls. Most zero-sum adherents hold that
they’re already the kind of people that a democracy requires (they’re
the least racist people they’ve ever met), so what hope is there for
enlisting them in creating a new context for becoming such people,
when their prior commitment is to go on living and thinking as they
do?
People’s ideational scaffoldings operate as neural paths of least
resistance. A century ago, Dewey discussed this in terms of the
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deliberately imprecise term “habit,” as part of his rejection of the
traditional European model of free-willing, autonomous moral
agency.

In Dewey’s idiom, “habits” encompass not only private

behavioral patterns but also pre-established social circuits, what
journalist Isabel Wilkerson recently called our “neurological societal
downloads” (2020, 71).

For good and ill, our complex, relatively

stable, and often contradictory horizon of internalized social habits
sets the scene for how we relate to others, how we understand
situations, and what we see as possible courses of action. They
organize the implicit background of our everyday interactions. This
includes often-unspoken biases and stereotypes as well as our routine
habits of thinking about race, such as the tendency to reduce racial
injustice to individual intentions instead of thinking of it in terms of a
systemic “value gap” that discounts black lives and livelihoods (Glaude,
2016). We see dimly, if at all, beyond this interpretive horizon, from
our most uplifting ideals to our most degrading “racial habits” (on
which, see Eddie Glaude Jr.’s incisive Dewey-inspired analysis in
Democracy in Black: How Race Still Enslaves the American Soul (2016, ch.
3)). Dewey summed up the moral import of all of this in A Common
Faith: “The community... in which we, together with those not born,
are enmeshed... is the matrix within which our ideal aspirations are
born and bred. It is the source of the values that the moral imagination
projects as directive criteria and as shaping purposes” (LW 9:56).
Moral Recovery
Moral maturation is an ongoing process in which habits are evaluated
and reconstructed, whether gradually or suddenly, in light of
circumstances rather than championed in blind conformity or
dismissed in reactionary defiance. “The choice,” Dewey urged, “is not
between a moral authority outside custom and one within it. It is
between adopting more or less intelligent and significant customs”
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(MW 14:58). To the degree that we disclose, criticize, evaluate, and
transform our habituated beliefs, values, and outlooks, we can own
them imaginatively in the service of nonreactive democratic inquiry
that sympathetically faces realities. In turn, insofar as habits own us
mechanically, democracy is a farce because deliberate choice in that
case is indistinguishable from mere impulsion.
In the face of circumstances that overwhelm them, people tend
to behave much like pinballs ricocheting around a machine. When
we’re reactively tossed around, we don’t inquire and communicate, so
we’re unable to take part in democratically redirecting the course of
emerging events. When we’re overwhelmed, we get caught up in a
reactive cascade that leads us to oversimplify situations, neglect
context, take refuge in dogmatic absolutes, ignore relevant
possibilities for convergence, and shut off inquiry. In this way, we
make the worst of our native impulses toward social bonding and
antagonism, and we make it impossible to debate and achieve
controverted social goals—goals we can only achieve together— like
justice, security, and health.
These observations hold regardless of our partisan stripes.
Every political framework is in some way truncated, the more so if it
hides from scrutiny by claiming access to a precise latitude and
longitude of moral rectitude. By owning up to the fact that we’re all
self-justifying creatures of habit, we’re less likely to assume that we
have nothing to learn from those who disagree with us. No diagnosis
or proposed solution to a problem is beyond revision and
reformulation. Meanwhile, progress in one relevant dimension of a
problem may be regressive in another dimension, and we’re more
likely to notice those off-the-radar dimensions if we’ll engage in
democratic dialogue, debate, and persuasion. Nevertheless, it would
be irresponsible here to ignore that a large minority of U.S. residents
today receive their daily dose of white anger, fear, resentment, and
parochial antagonism from a self-serving misological president who is
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advised by white nationalist fanatics (Guerrero, 2020) and is backed
by the unprecedented right-wing media scope of Fox News, the
Sinclair Broadcast Group, and Breitbart News.
We are in profound need of more people who are humane,
compassionate, active and informed participants in a country that
sends many Americans daily signals that their lives are of lesser value
than folks from the other side of their still-segregated hometown.
One cannot look to Dewey to lay bare the intellectual scaffolding of
white supremacy (he didn’t understand it) and the demoralizing
current reality of white retrenchment. He did not supply an inroad to
disclosing the matrix of our racial imaginations so that American
racial habits, along with filters for denial, may be critically appraised.
(For exceptional work in this direction, see Sullivan 2019 and Glaude
2007, 2016, and 2020.) But inspired in part by a critical embrace of
Dewey, contemporary work in the American philosophical tradition
that includes theorists such as Patricia Hill Collins (1998, 2019) is
emphasizing that we understand problems better when we
democratically inhabit the standpoint of intersecting identities, while
challenging those who invite destruction by assuming that only their
own experiences, habituated values, and concerns have overriding
force when perceiving, diagnosing, and ameliorating problems. This
is a call for deeply democratic inquiry. Through it we may learn our
way together toward a healthier, more just, more secure, and more
sustainable future.
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T

he City Commission in my hometown of Dayton, Ohio
recently adopted a resolution declaring racism a public
health crisis. In doing so, Dayton joins municipalities

around the country, as the global pandemic of coronavirus COVID19 swirls around us. The Commission gave compelling reasons for
their action, citing the disparate rates of poor health outcomes in
African American communities, as well as disproportionately high
rates of poverty, unemployment, economic distress, homelessness,
incarceration, and inadequate education.1
The Commission’s commitment to remedy these inequities is
welcome. Others have laid out this evidence in much detail; I want to
focus here on public health as an image for our imaginations. We
think in images. Before we can find pathways toward justice, we must
imagine them and imagine where they lead. Even though the virus is
brand-new in humans and racism is old enough to merit the name of
America’s original sin, racism and COVID-19 are twinned crises. Here
I examine the tension people feel between images of liberty and of
public health and point out how placing public health more centrally
in our imaginations can guide us toward racial justice.
Tensions between Images of Liberty and Public Health
Even conscientious, well-meaning people may be troubled by the
Commission’s resolution because their deep political commitment to
individual liberty does not map easily onto their image of public
health. Because of COVID-19 many have been willing to comply with
directives to wear masks, wash hands, and maintain social distance.
They may have given up jobs, health insurance, and childcare for the
pandemic. They understand these measures as necessary, short-term
restrictions on their freedom. They nod in agreement with the first
1 The Dayton City Commission resolution is posted at:

https://www.daytonohio.gov/DocumentCenter/
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half of the World Health Organization’s definition of public health as
“all organized measures . . . to prevent disease, promote health, and
prolong life among the population as a whole.” They worry, though,
about how much freedom Americans would have to give up to address
racism as a public health issue. In their minds, before March 2020,
public health departments hummed quietly at the fringes of
consciousness. They gave them attention only when anti-vaxxers got
noisy or when Flint’s lead-laced water became national news. How can
something at the fringes of consciousness handle a problem as deeply
entrenched as racism?
This image of freedom, so dominant in Americans’ minds,
comes from the Enlightenment, from the era of the U.S. founding. It
is an image of free, detached, individuals endowed with natural rights,
for whom the state functions primarily to protect these rights. This
image is a metaphoric expression of seventeenth century science. In
Isaac Newton’s universe, individual atoms move freely through space
in accordance with universal natural laws. In the late nineteenth
century, the era of classical American pragmatism’s founding,
intellectuals replaced this image with a new one from biology, most
famously articulated by Charles Darwin. In this image individual
organisms are not detached from each other. They evolve out of a
history and live interdependently with others in constantly evolving
habitats. Life for these organisms, including human ones, is
characterized by interdependence rather than independence,
community rather than detachment, and contingency rather than the
certainty of fixed, lawful regularities.
John Dewey writes, “Human nature exists and operates in an
environment. And it is not ‘in’ that environment as coins are in a box,
but as a plant is in the sunlight and soil.”2 Dewey’s images closely
mirror the contrast between the Enlightenment image of detached
2 Dewey, Human Nature and Conduct, 204.
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individuals and the evolutionary one of living creatures that require
conditions of clean water, nutrition, and a healthy environment to
sustain their lives. This evolutionary image accords well with the
second half of the WHO’s definition of public health, which states, “Its
activities aim to provide conditions in which people can be healthy
and focus on entire populations, not on individual patients or
diseases.”3 Note how far this statement is from our typical image of
health care, populated as it is by nurses and doctors, hospitals and
prescription drugs, all in the service of individuals who are ill. Public
health is a far broader category; health care can function well only
when it works in tandem with a strong public health program.
These conditions for public health must be met if human life
is to be sustained over time. When they are met, freedom as the ability
to flourish and thrive is an outgrowth; otherwise, freedom is distorted.
Racism is an indicator of how these conditions, the sunlight and soil
of human lives, have been withheld from African Americans and other
disadvantaged groups. When this withholding is defended in the
name of freedom (such as freedom from “excessive” taxation, or
outcomes of “voluntary,” though asymmetric, labor contracts), then
freedom for some functions as theft from others’ required conditions
for life. Racism today is indeed a public health crisis, an unjust
deprivation of those conditions required for sustaining life in the
United States in the twenty-first century.
Movement toward Racial Justice
Reframing racism as a public health issue provides an image conducive
to addressing the many facets of racial deprivation. Doing so is not
new, as the experiences of early American pragmatists demonstrate.
They lived in an era of pandemics. Waves of cholera, typhoid,
tuberculosis, and more swept through the cities as industrialization
3 quoted at http://www.capitalareaphn.org/about/what-is-public-health
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crowded people together and public sanitation systems were grossly
deficient. These infectious diseases were little understood; treatments
and cures were largely unknown. W.E.B. Du Bois and Jane Addams
had typhoid; Dewey’s son, Gordon, died of it.4
Addams and the residents of Hull House in Hull-House Maps
and Papers (1895) and Du Bois with former Hull House resident Isabel
Eaton, in The Philadelphia Negro (1899), produced two of the earliest
social epidemiological studies in the U.S. These studies documented
the conditions that constitute public health and demonstrated the
linkage between racism and deprivation. 5 When Addams opened
Hull House in 1889, the population of Chicago was 78% immigrants
and their children.6 The vast majority of these were from Southern
and Eastern Europe, of nationalities that the country’s majority AngloSaxons (a term they used rather than “white”) treated as racially
distinct and inferior to themselves.7 The results of Du Bois’s study
showed the same linkages, intensified by the deeper racism against
African Americans.8
Addams did not look to the nation’s previous struggles for
freedom for an image of how to attain justice and peace. That history
was soaked in blood. After a seven-year war to free the colonies from
British rule and a four-year war to free enslaved persons, the crisis of
4 Lewis, W.E.B. Du Bois: Biography of a Race, Vol. I, 64; Linn, Jane Addams: A Biography,

289; Westbrook, John Dewey and American Democracy, 150.
5 Residents of Hull House, Hull-House Maps and Papers; Du Bois, The Philadelphia
Negro; Schultz, “Introduction,” 2-4; Jones-Eversley and Dean, “After 121 Years, It’s
Time to Recognize W.E.B. Du Bois as a Founding Father of Social Epidemiology.”
See Du Bois’s later and more extensive study in The Health and Physique of the Negro
American.
6 Knight, Citizen, 179.
7 For an excellent discussion of how Anglo-Americans regarded Southern and
Eastern Europeans as racially distinct and inferior, see Jacobson, Whiteness of a
Different Color. He summarizes the fluidity of racial categories, writing, “Between the
1840s and the 1920s it was not altogether clear just where [the color] line ultimately
would be drawn” (7).
8 Du Bois, The Philadelphia Negro, 5, 385-89.
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racial oppression persisted. In Newer Ideals of Peace, her search for
pathways away from war and toward justice and peace, Addams found
an image in the ongoing efforts against tuberculosis. Addams herself
had suffered from “the white plague,” then the leading cause of death
in the U.S.9 Addams writes, “In illustration of this new determination
one immediately thinks of the international effort to rid the face of the
earth of tuberculosis. . . . This movement has its international
congresses, its discoverers and veterans, also its decorations and
rewards for bravery. Its discipline is severe; it requires self-control,
endurance, self-sacrifice and constant watchfulness.”10 In Addams’s
mind, if we address unjust disparities as matters of public health,
pathways of coordinated cooperation can be found.
Public Health as a Guiding Ideal
Finally, public health is an image for our time. Calls for justice and
equality have served well, but images, like persons, lose energy over
time. It is time to engage another image, one potent for the current
moment. Dewey thinks of these images as ideals. “Ideals are like the
stars,” he writes, “we steer by them.”11 They guide us, although we may
never reach them.
In her analysis of commercialized prostitution as a public
health issue, Addams gives us a phrase that can serve as an image of a
guiding ideal. At a time when venereal diseases were incurable and
9

As a child, Addams had Pott’s disease, or spinal tuberculosis (Knight, Citizen, 36,
122). During World War One she was diagnosed with tuberculosis of the kidney
(Linn, 317). Addams was well acquainted with research on tuberculosis, as two of
the city’s leading public health researchers on the disease, Dr. Alice Hamilton and
Dr. James Britton, were Hull House residents. For tuberculosis as the leading cause
of death, see Abrams, “‘Spitting is Dangerous, Indecent, and Against the Law!’” 417.
10 Addams, Newer Ideals of Peace, 16-17. Du Bois lays out in detail the intense,
multifaceted efforts required to counteract racism and provide the conditions for
public health for African Americans. See The Philadelphia Negro, chapter 18.
11 Dewey, The Study of Ethics, 262.
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epidemic, Addams writes, “Certainly we are safe in predicting that
when the solidarity of human interest is actually realized, it will
become unthinkable that one class of human beings should be
sacrificed to the supposed needs of another.”12
“When it becomes unthinkable. . .” can serve as a guiding
image, an ideal to steer by in addressing racism as a public health issue,
one that can foster imaginations fertile enough for addressing
everything from implicit bias to systemic inequities. When it becomes
unthinkable that refusing to wear a mask is an expression of freedom;
when it becomes unthinkable for anyone to perceive persons of color
as lesser than themselves; when it becomes unthinkable that in our
society African-Americans would have less access than other
Americans to medical care, decent housing, adequate nutrition, safe
neighborhoods, and education;
. . . When to white people it becomes unthinkable to imagine
that their wealth contains only the fruits of their own labor and not
the labor of the dispossessed, unthinkable to condone a justice system
built upon historically embedded asymmetries, and when it becomes
unthinkable to deny the justice of making restitution to those who
have suffered from racist laws and practices for 400 years, when all of
these things become unthinkable, then public health as a guiding ideal
will have done its work.

12

Addams, A New Conscience and an Ancient Evil, 98. Addams was well placed to
become an early advocate for thinking of venereal diseases as public health issues
rather than issuing from sin or a degraded character, which were the dominant
views at the time. One of the leaders in the social hygiene movement, as it was then
called, was obstetrician Dr. Rachel Yarros, a resident of Hull House and a staunch
advocate for birth control.
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D

emocracy, says Dewey, is a deeply held desire for common
human flourishing. It is a personal conviction, centered in
conscious awareness, that commits us to working out the

means of both our individual and collective salvation—the two cannot
be separated—from within the horizon of the present.1
The present moment has shaken my own existence. The
murder of George Floyd puts a lump in my throat and a pit in my
stomach. I wonder how I could have lived my life without really seeing
the frightening police brutality, the shameful rates of prison
incarceration, and the unspeakable levels of Black pain and suffering.
Existential Searching
Dewey asks for a way of life that steadies, enlarges, and enriches
experience.2 At this moment, in search of this controlling factor, I
have turned for help to one of my favorite novels: Gilead, by Marilynne
Robinson.3
The novel is written as a series of letters from an aging father
to his young son. The year is 1956.4 The father, John Ames, is a thirdgeneration Congregational minister in the small town of Gilead, Iowa.
He knows that he is approaching the end of his life. He knows that he
will not be there as his son matures. Throughout the book, the
Reverend Ames confronts his own mortality in light of his profound
faith, his deep love of the world, and his expansive gratitude for wife
and child.
John Ames is a generous soul. He is apt to wake up early so
that he can prayerfully experience the sunrise within the sanctuary of
1

See John Dewey, “Creative Democracy—The Task Before Us,” In The Essential
Dewey: Volume 1: Pragmatism, Education, Democracy, ed. Larry A. Hickman and
Thomas M. Alexander (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1998).
2 Dewey, “Creative Democracy.”
3 Marilynne Robinson, Gilead (New York, NY: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2004).
4 Four years after the death of Dewey.
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his church. He loves to listen to baseball on the radio, and imagines
the afterlife in light of the embodiment of youth. “I imagine a kind of
ecstatic pirouette, a little bit like going up for a line drive when you’re
so young that your body almost doesn’t know about effort.”5
For the Reverend Ames, the world is experienced as gift, and
religion is lived out as the continued and mutual exchange of blessing.
His religious life is based on experience rather than dogma. It is wide
and encompassing:
I was walking up to church. There was a young couple
strolling along half a block ahead of me. The sun had come up
brilliantly after a heavy rain, and the trees were glistening and
very wet. On some impulse, plain exuberance, I suppose, the
fellow jumped up and caught hold of a branch, and a storm of
water came pouring down on the two of them, and they
laughed and took off running, the girl sweeping water off her
hair and her dress as if she were a little bit disgusted, but she
wasn’t. It was a beautiful thing to see, like something from a
myth. I don’t know why I thought of that now, except perhaps
because it is easy to believe in such moments that water was
made primarily for blessing, and only secondarily for growing
vegetables or doing the wash. This is an interesting planet. It
deserves all of the attention you can give it.6
Into this world, Robinson weaves observations about the twin
pandemics that we are again, currently, confronting (infectious
disease and racism):

5

Robinson, Gilead, 142. I have taken the liberty of omitting certain words or
sentences in direct quotations without the use of ellipsis. This is done for aesthetic
purposes.
6 Robinson, Gilead, 28.
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Ames remembers what it was like to live through the Spanish
flu.
People don’t talk much now about the Spanish influenza, but
that was a terrible thing, and it struck just at the time of the
Great War, just when we were getting involved in it. People
came to church wearing masks, if they came at all. They’d sit
as far from each other as they could. It was a strange sickness—
I saw it over at Fort Riley. Those boys were drowning in their
own blood. They couldn’t speak for the blood in their throats,
in their mouths. So many of them died so fast there was no
place to put them.7
Somehow, the Reverend Ames is convinced, the flu had to be
interpreted as a sign—as a call to repentance. “There was talk that the
Germans had caused it with some sort of secret weapon, and I think
people wanted to believe that, because it saved them from reflecting
on what other meaning it might have.”8
And racial injustice—the other half of the twin pandemics. It
is the driving force underpinning the psychological drama of the
entire novel. For the Reverend Ames is deeply rooted in the Iowa that
was once called by President Grant “the shining star of radicalism.”9
The towns along the southwestern border were founded by
White abolitionists working to ensure that Kansas would enter the
Union as a free state. Ames’ grandfather was one of these abolitionists,
a towering figure who felt personally called by God to overthrow
slavery, and by any means necessary.
My father’s lips were white. He said, “Well, Reverend, I know
7 Robinson, Gilead, 41-42.
8 Robinson, Gilead, 41-42.
9 Robinson, Gilead, 220.
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you placed great hope in that war. My hopes are in peace, and
I am not disappointed. Because peace is its own reward, Peace
is its own justification.”
My grandfather said, “And that’s just what kills my heart,
Reverend. That the Lord never came to you.”
My father stood up from his chair. He said, “I remember when
you walked to the pulpit in that shot-up, bloody shirt with that
pistol in your belt. And I had a thought as powerful and clear
as any revelation. And it was, This has nothing to do with Jesus.
Nothing. Nothing. And I was, and I am, as certain of that as
anyone could ever be of any so-called vision.”
My grandfather said, “So-called vision. The Lord, standing
there beside me, had one hundred times the reality for me that
you have standing there now!”
And that was when a chasm truly opened. Not long afterward
my grandfather was gone. He left a note.
No good has come, no evil is ended.
That is your peace.
Without vision the people perish.10
Riding with John Brown, Ames’ grandfather saw his pastoral duties as
consisting of the recruitment of his White congregants into the
struggle for racial justice. After the Civil War, he sought to keep the
flame of Black freedom alive—for the increasingly deaf ears of those in

10 Robinson, Gilead, 84-85.
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Gilead.
Reverend Ames grew up, then, among these competing forces.
He witnessed the strain between his father and grandfather. He saw
the way in which the racial violence that plagues the United States also
insinuates itself into White communities, dividing friends and family,
father and son.
A Desire to See the Other
Despite this family history, Reverend Ames is, at the time the book is
set, uninterested in questions of racial justice. Curiously uninterested.
Almost willingly, obdurately uninterested. As I re-read the novel, a
good part of the drama revolved around the degree to which the
Reverend Ames would seek out interactions that would open up his
life to the rising tide of racial protest that was, already, in 1956,
evident.11
From where would these interactions come? Compellingly,
Robinson gives them to us through the remaining central character of
the novel—the Reverend’s very namesake, John Ames (Jack)
Boughton.
Reverend Ames’ life-long best friend is the town’s current
Presbyterian minister, Robert Boughton. For the many years that
Revered Ames lived without a family of his own, Reverend Boughton
lived a life surrounded by his many adoring and successful children.
Out of love for his friend—and perhaps some amount of pity—
Reverend Boughton had the Reverend Ames baptize his young son,
and only during the rite itself informing the Reverend Ames that the
child would be his namesake:

11

This is, of course, two years after Brown v. Board of Education, a case that was
centered in Topeka, Kansas, less than 150 miles from where the Reverend lives.
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We’d talked it over. The child’s name was to be Theodore
Dwight Weld. I thought that was an excellent name. But then
when I asked Boughton, “By what name do you wish this child
to be called?” He said, “John Ames.” I was so surprised that he
said the name again, with the tears running down his face.
It simply was not at all like Boughton to put me in a position
like that. It was so un-Presbyterian, in the first place. I could
hear weeping in the pews. It took me a while to forgive him
for that.
As it was, my heart froze in me and I thought, This is not my
child—which I truly had never thought of any child before. I
don’t know exactly what covetise is, but in my experience it is
not so much desiring someone else’s virtue or happiness as
rejecting it, taking offense at the beauty of it.12
Jack is the prodigal son. The black sheep. The best-loved son who
continually and predictably breaks his father’s heart. He steals.
Sometimes from Reverend Ames, sometimes from others. “His
transgressions were sly and lonely, and this became truer as he grew
up.”13
Eventually, however, Jack goes too far. For reasons that are
never fully explained, as a young adult, he becomes involved with a
young teenage girl. The girl becomes pregnant. She has the baby. Jack
leaves town. The girl’s family will accept no help from the Boughtons.
The baby lives in complete poverty and dies of a preventable accident.
“The little girl lived about three years. She was turning into a spry,
wiry little thing. But she cut her foot somehow and died of the

12 Robinson, Gilead, 188.
13 Robinson, Gilead, 182.
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infection. The stone says Baby, three years (her mother had never
really settled on a name).”14
Given the scandal, Jack leaves Gilead, and does not return-until the moment in which the novel is set. The return of Jack
Boughton to Gilead, therefore, is a central moment in the novel. It is
an event that comes to dominate the thoughts of Reverend Ames. For
Jack comes often to visit the Reverend, seeking both advice and
forgiveness. The Reverend Ames, for his part, becomes convinced
that Jack is scheming to steal his wife and child. “My impulse is strong
to warn you against Jack Boughton. Your mother and you.”15
A more likely truth is that Jack Boughton seeks not just
forgiveness, but to know whether forgiveness is even possible in a
world such as ours. For himself. For the nation. Jack has spent the
better part of his adult life in Saint Louis. He has a wife and child of
his own. But because Jack is White, and his wife is Black, their
marriage is unrecognized by the state. It is unrecognized by his wife’s
family. And it is unknown to anyone in Gilead.
As Jack is finally able to find a way to tell the Reverend Ames
what ails him, we see, in the novel’s closing pages, that forgiveness and
reconciliation are possible. The Reverend is finally able to see
something about Jack that he was not able to see before. And through
Jack, the Reverend sees something more: that God calls us to
reconciliation at the same time as God calls us to act for racial justice.
It has seemed to me sometimes as though the Lord breathes
on this poor gray ember of Creation and it turns to radiance—
for a moment or a year or the span of a life. And then it sinks
back into itself again, and to look at it no one would know it
had anything to do with fire, or light. But the Lord is more

14 Robinson, Gilead, 159.
15 Robinson, Gilead, 125.
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constant and far more extravagant than it seems to imply.
Wherever you turn your eyes. The world can shine like
transfiguration. You don’t have to bring a thing to it except a
little willingness to see. Only, who should have the courage to
see it?16
Dewey and the Other
Dewey’s view of the world is one based on transaction. The living
creature interacting with the environment results in experience.
Experience can and should be shared. The more widely and equitably
it is shared, the more democratic the society, and the more richly
textured are the individual existences therein. Societies and the
individuals that comprise them become more responsive, more
informed, and more committed to those around them.
But we must want to know the other. We must want to
overcome isolation, segregation, and ignorance. There are great
forces, both internally and externally, that drive people apart.
If Marilynne Robinson is right, then it is the Jack Boughtons
of our lives who must be confronted. Those whom we can’t
understand. Those who we are convinced are persecuting us. Those
who bring out our own most paranoid fears:
This is an important thing, which I have told many people, and
which my father told me, and which his father told him. When
you encounter another person, when you have dealings with
anyone at all, it is as if a question is being put to you. So you
must think, What is the Lord asking of me in this moment, in
this situation? Each of us is an actor on a stage and God is the
audience. That metaphor makes us artists of our own
behavior, and the reaction of God to us might be thought of as
16 Robinson, Gilead, 243.
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aesthetic rather than morally judgmental in the ordinary
sense.17
For White folks, this means that our work probably needs to begin
closer to home.
We can and must allow our hearts to break for Breonna
Taylor, Ahmaud Arbery, and George Floyd. But, given that I hold out
hope for both grace and salvation, I must therefore commit to finding
and hearing out my own Jack Boughtons as well.

17 Robinson, Gilead, 124.
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T

hese days I feel like I am riding a perpetual digital carousel:
Facebook, Messenger, Twitter, Instagram, work email,
personal email, CNN notifications, press briefings, text

messages, Google, scrolling, scrolling, half reading, sharing,
commenting, deleting, blocking, replying, alerts, repeat, repeat, and
repeat. To live right now is to feel scattered-brained—utterly
fragmented through dozens of technological algorithms all pulsating,
all pushing, all demanding attention. As we wade through the swamps
of digital mis-information, consuming the facts of overwhelming
systemic oppressions, and witnessing the blunt force of human
cruelties, the words and images hurt. We stare in disbelief at the posts
of friends, a meme shared, a comment made, wondering why it was
never quite as clear as it is now, as to whose side everyone was on, or
that there were even “sides” in these debates. We look away. As rage
simmers some of us take action, attend a community event, shout in
the streets with like minded strangers, form a reading group, listen to
some podcasts, or buy those books a friend recommended. The waves
of emotional experiences that accompany this historical moment are
the midwife to any future democracy that can survive Trump’s
America. This moment, if it is anything at all, is an emotional
educative experience of our collective conscience in the United States.
Democracy Born Anew
Dewey (1916) famously argued: “Democracy has to be born anew
every generation, and education is its midwife” (p.139). In the United
States, this ethos has been the philosophical essence of the common
public school experiment since its inception. Public schools, as an
institution, sought to create democratic sensibilities in citizens and
secure a democratic society, yet countless instances of institutional
power coalesced around inequitable notions of difference (in
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particular, class, race, gender, language, sexual orientation) and white
supremacy to thwart this logic (schools as the midwife to democracy)
and deny a nation the promise of democracy. Yes, exceptions to this
gloomy assessment exist within public schools every day, but the
general rule that schooling has not resulted in a democratic society
remains central to this essay. The underbelly of the American
experience has been exposed and the catastrophic consequences of
assuming democracy could self-perpetuate itself without a moral
street fight have been revealed in Post-COVID, Post-George Floyd
America.
Dewey (1939) reminded us that institutions should not be
counted on to secure democracy, and he was absolutely right. He
argued that we must “get rid of thinking of democracy as something
institutional and external and to acquire the habit of treating it as a
way of personal life is to realize that democracy is a moral ideal and so
far as it becomes a fact is a moral fact” (p.231). Dewey rightly argued
that democracy must be considered as a way of personal life, but how
do current ways of living limit or extend the possibility of Dewey’s
conception of democracy?
Scatter-Brained Living
The opening sentence of this essay offers a snapshot into the life many
of us find ourselves living in this moment that has required us to
retreat home and stay put, but also rearrange the mental furniture that
has sustained oppressive forms of living in a pluralistic society.
Without question, we are experiencing a radically different form of
living than the world Dewey counted on to birth democracy.
Surprisingly, Dewey’s (1939) description of the scatter-brained seems
most relevant to life in Post-COVID, Post-George Floyd America:
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…experiences may be so disconnected from one another that,
while each is agreeable or even exciting in itself, they are not
linked cumulatively to one another. Energy is then dissipated
and a person becomes scatter-brained. Each experience may be
lively, vivid, and ‘interesting,’ and yet their disconnectedness
may artificially generate dispersive, disintegrated, centrifugal
habits. (p.26)
While I’m not sure that what is being lived through is “agreeable or
even exciting” in the common way most understand these words,
certainly current lived experience is disconnected and disintegrated,
and life seems to have a rapid centrifugal quality. These qualities are
exaggerated by the hyper-speed of information, the multiple fronts to
the war on truth and facts, and fascist forms of leadership that seek to
deliberately confuse and mis-educate.
Although written for a pre-digital time, Paulo Freire (2004)
described the epistemological difficulties presented by media and
television as follows:
The fact is that, in order to confront the ideological guile in
which its message is enveloped in the media—whether on the
news or in commentary on current developments along the
lines of certain programs, not to mention in commercial
advertisements—our minds and our curiosity have to operate
epistemologically all the time. That is not easy to do. (p.95)
By extending Freire’s concern regarding the difficulties of our
“minds and our curiosities” having to operate epistemologically at all
times, we must also recognize that the disjointed, rapid-fire,
ideological guile of our engagement with non-human digital spaces
force a perpetual emotionality that influences the possibility of sensemaking in this moment.
Dewey Studies
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However, even in the midst of my scatter-brained lived
experience, I am persuaded to believe that much of the content of life
has stayed the same: outrage, birth, illness, love, hate, joy, laughter,
death, grief and heartache. These events and emotions have always
troubled the human soul, but we now “live” these events and emotions
in isolation, often through non-human mediums that limit
meaningful experiences from occurring. Bits of relief often come in
the form of incongruency and disruption, or when we feel someone
else has unexpectedly echoed how we feel too. But, make no mistake,
we are distanced from actual life, and Post-COVID, Post George Floyd
reality has exposed that we have been socially distanced for far longer
than we may have suspected. With all this in mind, I’m left to question
if this form of “associated living” can birth democratic sensibilities as
Dewey hoped?
Unfortunately, I suspect that much of what is passing for
experience has all the markings of what Dewey deemed as an
anesthetic, mis-educative experience. In Art as Experience, he wrote:
In much of experience we are not concerned with the
connection of one incident with what went before and what
comes after. There is no interest that controls attentive
rejection or selection of what shall be organized into the
developing experience. Things happen, but they are neither
definitely included nor decisively excluded; we drift. We yield
according to external pressure, or evade and compromise. There are
beginnings and cessations, but no genuine initiations and
concluding. One thing replaces another, but does not absorb
it and carry it on. There is experience, but so slack and
discursive that it is not an experience. Needless to say, such
experiences are anesthetic…. (p.39-40)
This description is partially helpful, as Dewey somehow captured in
Dewey Studies
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1934, how the digital mediums of today often feel to the user. Yet, in
addition to experiencing the anesthetizing forms of digital
communication, the content we consume is a terrifying cocktail of
social, political, and economic chaos that often elicits an exaggerated
fight or flight response. Thus, I contend that this moment forces us to
exist within a hyper-vigilant-anesthetic experience where fight and
flight, riot and lockdown, have collapsed in on themselves to one allconsuming malaise.
Today’s hyper-vigilant-anesthetic experience is reflected in
Freire’s (2004) dated description of the challenges of a world mediated
by television:
How can the extraordinary power of the media be met, as well
as that of television language, whose “syntax” reduces past and
present to one single place and suggests that what is not yet
there is already done? Further, how can the power be met in
this language that jumbles diverse themes on the news without
time for reflection on the various topics...The world is
shortened and time diluted. Yesterday becomes now, and
tomorrow is already made. It is all very fast. (p.93-94)
Re-Educative Experience
This form of experience, or living, bears all the markings of Dewey’s
notion of mis-educative experience which must be overcome if we
desire to remake society in the image of democracy. It seems the
central task before educators as they return to the classroom is to
critically examine the mis-educative, hyper-vigilant-anesthetizing
experiential qualities that have shaped Post-COVID, Post-George
Floyd America.

Only then, can experience regain its aim of

democracy. And before you stop reading and shout, “yes, yes, but you
can turn ‘it’ off,” I ask readers to consider if “turning it off” to avoid the
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scatter-brained existence is in fact a viable option, and possibly the
very essence of what has sustained Jim Crow logic well into the 21st
century in the United States, and solidified the logic of anti-maskers
uninterested in a social contract that values the lives of others. Might
“turning it off” be even more dangerous?
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F

rom the coronavirus, to wildfires, hurricanes, and other
climate disasters; with increasing police brutality following
the death of George Floyd and America’s “summer of racial

reckoning”; and voting mayhem surrounding the upcoming
elections—democracy is under pressure from all sides. Globalization
appears to have imploded. In this essay, I will address two key issues
that confront us for the foreseeable future: First, how can we
constructively come to grips with and benefit from the added anxiety
and stress that the current uncertainty brings? Second, how should we
think about democracy under these turbulent conditions?
These are important questions that, I think, pragmatist
philosophy can help us address. Pragmatic philosophy, in its different
strands and influences, is a highly diplomatic and rich socially-mindful
orientation on one’s experience.1 The current cultural and social
turmoil renders each of us bracketed by major racial, sexual, and
political divides. Unquestionably, such uncertainty about the future is
causing increased anxiety and panic. Rightly so, but the key question
is: how will we respond? American pragmatists, like John Dewey,
have insights that can help us change our thinking and practices,
especially during disastrous times in the midst of panicked culture. But
I would like to turn to the broader traces of a pragmatic philosophy of
cultural interactions under the auspices of “disaster didactics.”2

1

Myron Jackson, “Will We Trust Institutions Again? Interality as Philosophical
Diplomacy” China Media Research Vol. 15(4), 2019, 92-100. See, Eric Voegelin, On
the Form of the American Mind, In The Collected Works of Eric Voegelin. Vol. 1. Trans.
Ruth Hein. Ed. Jürgen Gebhardt and Barry Cooper (Columbia: University of
Missouri Press, 1995).
2 This is a term I employ from Peter Sloterdijk’s Infinite Mobilization: Towards a
Critique of Political Kinetics, trans Sandra Berjan (Cambridge, U.K.: Polity Press,
2020), 30-42.
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The Stress of Panicked Culture
As we grapple with our current social crises, people can ill-afford to
interpret the world behind a veil of any kind. Like a patient diagnosed
with a terminal illness and whose life-expectancy is radically cut short,
America is responding in ways similar to other people, businesses, and
nations—by confronting their greatest demons. Maximal stress events
have the effect of provoking us to get our house in order, both
personally and socially. We reevaluate everything that we take to be
essential and nonessential. It is my contention that the worldwide
protests following the police killing of George Floyd and too many
others, stems from this level of reaction to the culmination of
traumatic stress.
The rise of Black Lives Matter (BLM) and the efforts made on
behalf of social equality during the racial reckoning summer are
arguably unprecedented and it has changed the sports, business, and
entertainment worlds along with increased philanthropic efforts and
educational initiatives. Headlines started appearing such as, “Why Are
There So Few Black CEOs?” when it comes to America’s fortune 500
companies.3 I will have more to say about this in a moment. For now,
it is important to grasp the role that maximal stress events play in
shaping our identities and how communities forge themselves and
come together. Moreover, I do not find it persuasive that this “perfect
storm” of national and global crises was predestined for the year 2020.
What seems more plausible is that all of these events are merging
through a dynamics of collective stress.
Disastrous events lead to the manufacturing and maintenance
of stress communes. As Sloterdijk points out, “the altered mode of
human existence in high cultures can be explained as a result of the
3 Te-Ping Chen, “Why Are There Still So Few Black CEOs?” The Wall Street Journal,

accessed October 5, 2020, https://www.wsj.com/articles/why-are-there-still-sofew-black-ceos-11601302601.
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increasing stress placed on human beings by the idea of permanent
external scrutiny.”4 Societies are far more than tribes, nations, or any
group-related identities; instead, they should be “understood primarily
as stress-integrated force fields, or more precisely as self-stressing care
systems constantly hurtling ahead.”5 Media journalists understand this
well. They dispatch “bad news” stories allowing each of us to form “a
collective that succeeds in jointly keeping uncalm.”6
Stress is a motivating factor for personal and social action. It
has the power to bring people together in ways that they otherwise
would have enjoyed each other’s isolation and independence. One’s
wedding day or commencement. A loved one’s death. A child’s birth
or major automobile accident. These are not hypothetical events.
Human life finds value and meaning in such highly stressful
experiences. Perhaps no other feature of human physiology has been
as fundamental to our cultural and civilized development more than
stress.
Stress seems to be a primary motivating mood that equips us
to face the challenges that arise in times of great uncertainty. It is
through uncertainty, within and around one’s groups, that panicked
culture arises. As synchronization of the globe accelerates, human
societies begin to face calamities that extend beyond regional
problems. Adam Smith’s speculator keeps getting disturbed in his
sleep.7 There are two main responses— what I call the before and after
4

Peter Sloterdijk, After God, tans. Ian Alexander Moore (Cambridge, UK, Polity
Press, 2020), 28.
5 Peter Sloterdijk, Stress and Freedom, 6.
6 Peter Sloterdijk, Stress and Freedom, trans. Wieland Hoban (Cambridge, UK, Polity
Press, 2016), 6-7.
7 Scottish moral philosopher Adam Smith observed how humans have the ability to
be undisturbed (apatheia) by the suffering of others, if it is surmised that the calamity
is a safe distance from one’s own affairs. “The most frivolous disaster which could
befall himself would occasion a more real disturbance. If he was to lose his little
finger tomorrow, he would not sleep to-night; but, provided he never saw them, he
will snore with the most profound security over the ruin of a hundred millions of
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school disaster didactics—to panicked culture. In the next section, I
will argue that the Black freedom struggle exemplifies a survivalist
philosophy that finds stimulus to build alternative cultures in the
disasters of panicked culture. This is a “before school” mentality
relying on the Black autodidactic pedagogics at the center of all
disaster didactics:
Because intelligence is not a theoretical quantity but
represents a behavioral quality of creatures in an open
environment, it must go through the school of fire. Without
experiencing burns, you have no idea how to cope with life.
The world is not always good and does not tolerate all kinds
of behavior. A warning pain must be engraved in the nervous
system in order to reliably embody the selectivity
predetermined by the world. Human wisdom has been bound
to the engrams of suffering from time immemorial. […]
Because humanity enters its path into the unprecedented as a
student without a teacher, it would have to teach itself what it
cannot learn from anyone else. It must endure being fated to
an auto-didactics as a matter of life and death.8
Western democracies are controlled by elite non-autodidacts, less
responsive to the “warning pains” of their environments. They have
grown less sensitive to creating alternative cultures and are

his brethren, and the destruction of that immense multitude seems plainly an object
less interesting to him, than this paltry misfortune of his own. To prevent, therefore,
this paltry misfortune to himself, would a man of humanity be willing to sacrifice
the lives of a hundred millions of his brethren, provided he had never seen them?
Human nature startles with horror at the thought, and the world, in its greatest
depravity and corruption, never produced such a villain as could be capable of
entertaining it.” See, Adam Smith, The Essential Adam Smith, ed. Robert L. Heilbroner
(New York, W.W. Norton & Company, 1986), 106.
8 Sloterdijk, Infinite Mobilization, 38.
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overinvested in embalming their own cultural memories, identities,
and heritages.
Survivalist philosophy promotes “alert intelligence,” ready to
recalculate theory and practices on the basis of cultural adaptation.
Compatible with Dewey, alert does not mean restless or frantic. While
detailing the criteria of experience educators have to be open to,
Dewey writes in Experience and Education:
On one side, it is his business to be on the alert to see what
attitudes and habitual tendencies are being created. In this
direction he must, if he is an educator, be able to judge what
attitudes are actually conducive to continued growth and what
are detrimental. […] But there is another aspect of the matter.
Experience does not go on simply inside a person. It does go
on there, for it influences the formation of attitudes and desire
and purpose. But this is not the whole of the story. Every
genuine experience has an active side which changes in some
degree the objective conditions under which experiences are
had.9
For this reason, alertness is not concerned with “hero dynamics,
heritage practices, or legacy tools.”10 The emphasis of pragmatic
alertness stresses organic engagement with communities, through an
openness flexible enough to meet the demands of uneasy times and
unanticipated crises. Alertness taps into a readiness that does not fall
into a heroic “emergency thinking,” as with Heidegger’s later
philosophy. It is not the errancy of Beyng, but the possibility of
experiencing the attention to register the contingencies of the
situation.
9 John Dewey, Experience and Education (New York, Simon and Schuster, 1938), 39.
10

Christel N. Temple, Black Cultural Mythology (Albany, NY, SUNY Press, 2019),
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When the CEO of Well Fargo recently apologized for
prematurely assuming that a “shortage of Black talent” was responsible
for such little minority leadership in American banking and finance,
we witnessed a complacency that should be alarming to any wouldbe-learner.11 If you are satisfied with the way things are and fail to be
alert to the possibilities at your disposal you cannot hear and see the
situation of our times. Our current epoch is stressful driven by
dissatisfaction on several fronts, not one of complacency and routine.
Before School and the Black Freedom Struggle
How seriously should we take any philosophy, in our times, failing to
account for panicked culture? From a pragmatic orientation, when
Peirce, James, Dewey, Mead, and others claim that experience should
be the center of inquiry, what else could they mean other than that
human beings are destined to learn at the time immemorial school of
“worst case scenarios”? The school of “hard knocks” has, potentially,
more graduates than any institution of human learning. Experience is
a powerful teacher, but not just any experience. There is a difference
between trivial and significant occasions. In the panic of experiencing
catastrophe all things are pushed to the forefront of importance—one
no longer enjoys the luxury of not having to decide and distinguish
between what matters and what does not.
It is wrongly assumed that BLM is a recent activist movement,
but its roots stretch back before the civil rights era. Black resistance
has always relied upon strategies of networking and communication
under systemic duress and political coercion. From Garvey’s PanAfricanism to Pearl Sherrod’s 1930’s Detroit-based Development of
11

Hamza Shaban, “Wells Fargo CEO Apologizes after Blaming Shortage of Black
Talent for Bank’s Lack of Diversity,” Washington Post, accessed October 5, 2020,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2020/09/23/wells-fargo-ceo-blackemployees/.
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Our Own organization, Black internationalists have always organized
at grassroot levels.12 “Utilizing diverse strategies and tactics, they
articulated global visions of freedom by working collaboratively and
in solidarity with Black people and other people of color across the
world. BLM activists have carried on this tradition, often using social
media as a vehicle to forge transnational alliances.”13 Black cultural
experience and memory conveys a survivalist tradition of creative
response, resilient intimacy, and antifragile determination. These are
cornerstone principles for any disaster didactics, however I want to
avoid romanticizing or idealizing the examples from which we can
learn.
Pragmatist philosophy offers a useful framework in which to
check such ideological impulses expressed in various nefarious ethnonarcissisms. But what is appealing about the Black freedom struggle
and creative survivalist philosophy is how the “engrams” of
discrimination are active and cannot be ignored. To be Blacked means
one does not have the luxury to ignore how to “read the room” or take
a temperature of one’s reception in the room. The stressful conditions
of being a minority entail a heightened awareness for the sights and
sounds by which one is being appropriated and objectified. More
privileged groups can afford the luxury of ignoring or downplaying
the need to exercise such intensity of personal and social awareness.
The examples of Black male and female interactions with police
officers are radically different, compared with their white
counterparts for a significant reason.
Black and other oppressed peoples have a head start in projects

12

Keisha N. Blain, “‘[F]or the Rights of Dark People in Every Part of the World’:
Pearl Sherrod, Black Internationalist Feminism, and Afro-Asian Politics during the
1930s,” Souls 17, no. 1–2 (April 3, 2015): 90–112,
https://doi.org/10.1080/10999949.2015.998582.
13 Keisha N. Blain, “Civil Rights International: The Fight Against Racism Has
Always Been Global,” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 99(5), September/October 2020, 176.
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of disaster didactics becoming experts in crisis stress management
before it became synonymous with the civilizing processes! Some of
the first instances in human history of confronting apocalyptic
dangers non-hysterically occurred through the supposed cursed
descendants of Ham.14 In the struggle for survival by Black, Brown,
and Yellow peoples “disaster-pedagogical thinking promises that even
the greatest calamity can be referred to a human scale—that is, into the
field of sensible measures for preventing its repetition—through
subsequent learning.”15
Pragmatic knowing and practice appeals to those who
recognize how easy it is to become “hearing impaired,” and hardened
to the needs and interests of those around you. Cliché philosophies or
popular worldviews want us to hear without much listening. For their
purposes, it is more desirable to fill the mind with systems and
cluttered noise. This becomes the elevator music for non-walkers.
What we call social discourse in our heavily polarized times are no
more than efforts to insulate further our preferred echo chambers.
Disasters like the never-ending fight for racial justice, and the
democratic deficit spreading across the developed world all provide
the burden and opportunity of “stimulus for self-critical relearning.”16
Striving for this self-relearning is not only the basis of
autodidactic strategies of survivalist philosophy, but it finds the germ
for creating alternative cultures as a healthy, constructive response to
panic. As Larry Hickman notes, the task of philosophers is to “alert”
and “provide fresh ideas so that specialists in these fields can determine
whether their cherished ideas and values are in fact appropriate to

14 “Ham (Son of Noah),” in Wikipedia, September 26, 2020,

https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Ham_(son_of_Noah)&oldid=9803985
73.
15 Sloterdijk, Infinite Mobilization, 39.
16 Sloterdijk, Infinite Mobilization, 39.
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their changed and changing circumstances.”17 Panicked culture and
catastrophe have been normalized as a part of our daily lives. The
overheating of a faster-moving world is always on the horizon. As
Sloterdijk writes, “catastrophe needs less an announcement than a
transcript—linguistically, its place is not among apocalyptic promises
but among the daily news and committee reports. The writing on the
wall appears in ordinary language and the only thing that belongs to
modern doomsday prophesies (aside from a spray can) is empirical
data, […] which has already attained symbolic features with its series
of fatal accidents.”18
Therefore, pragmatist pedagogies are not reducible to a
preoccupation with critical thinking or a method of inquiry; their
concerns run deeper and offer more survivalist problem-solving.
Those overly committed to certain worldviews or theories will be
those who will have to learn the hard way. Is that not the fate and
destiny of learning for those who refuse to listen? An updated
pragmatic method or maxim would subscribe to this value for
flexibility and openness. Closed self-righteousness has permeated all
of our cultural lesson plans. In the urgency of disaster those who are
unwilling to budge become vicious and cruel. As a result, those who
preach moral supremacy trigger attitudes of defiance and moral
entropy. This creates a stagnation in thinking that inhibits social
progress and cooperation. Such well-entrenched attitudes are
counterproductive from the standpoint of democracy because it puts
social policing in front of attitudes and practices of social grace.
Vulgar Pragmatism and Lethargic Democracy
What we are witnessing today, that Dewey factored into his political
17 Larry Hickman, Philosophical Tools for Technological Culture, 25.
18

Peter Sloterdijk, Infinite Mobilization: Towards a Critique of Political Kinetics, trans
Sandra Berjan (Cambridge, U.K.: Polity Press, 2020), 33.
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philosophy, is how democracy shows its true colors once it has been
challenged and tried. Democracies are tried and tested during times of
social unrest and upheaval. Individuals take on identities through
forming erotic-tragic stress dynamics and these get “transacted” with
the social commitment to its democratic ideals and institutions. When
things turn restless and uncertain, a strong need for cooperation and
communication among public and private officials arises. One of the
virtues of democratic government is how it establishes practices that
promote flexible and adaptable leadership.
The imperative becomes to unleash “alert intelligence” in
order to understand all the nuances and strategies for crisis
management. As Christopher Ansell explains in his insightful 2011
book Pragmatist Democracy, when democracies break down, public and
private initiatives become important bridges for panicked cultures to
find deliberative and innovative solutions.19 But the resiliency of
democracies rests in large measure on the “self-rescue agencies”
relying on “a paramedic concept of reason as first aid.” 20 Disaster
didactics prepares and teaches us an alertness that otherwise lies
dormant and untapped. But it is not a brass, reckless action out of
impulse but that one that allows and prepares for reflection. The
stress-filled moments in life are the key drivers for active, rather than
passive actions. Calmness acts as an antidote to the uncalm and
catastrophic situation. It represents the calm within the storm and
how one will be prepared for the unpredictable. But it is not a passive
escapism, it strives to be alert and attentive to the needs and goals
(Dewey’s “transactions”) that experience presents. Dewey views the
precarious and unpredictable aspects of experience as built into the
generic traits of existence.
As Charles Morris, one of George Herbert Mead’s influential
19

Christopher K. Ansell, Pragmatist Democracy: Evolutionary Learning as Public
Philosophy (New York, Oxford University Press, 2011).
20 Sloterdijk, Infinite Mobilization, 105, 121.
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students, makes clear in his 1934 “policy pamphlet” entitled
“Pragmatism and the Crisis of Democracy”: “The pragmatic movement
reveals itself as peculiarly sensitive to value of any kind and wherever
found, though somehow or other critics have usually gone to the
extremes of denying this value-dimension or making it the only
interest of pragmatism. Unlike most positivisms, it has not merely
surrendered itself to science; it has made the further step of seeing the
moral potentialities of the empirical temper.”21
Disaster didactics is pluralistic or open to “value of any kind,”
which makes it sensitive to the demands of adaptability and elasticity,
all hallmarks of increased antifragility during maximal stress events.
The aim is to work despair, alienation, and rage into constructive
projects and “stimulus for self-critical relearning.” Disaster didactics
inquiry, pragmatic philosophy can teach us how to turn “separation
into autonomy, fall into construction, and disaster into projects.”22
That is why Dewey’s sense of control and discipline is problematic. His
emphasis on cultural orientations has waned and different times have
given way to looser and freer forms of cultural practices.
Many of our practices are largely done without being deeply
understood or challenged; in other words, our familiarity and
interactions with other cultures is primarily outside-in. One that
requires we strip ourselves of what is primary and familiar in order to
surmise how we can embrace the foreign and uncanny. Dewey’s
philosophy describes beauty as a natural consequence of our desire to
create meaning out of our unstable and precarious existence:
Man finds himself living in an aleatory world; his existence
involves, to put it baldly, a gamble. The world is a scene of risk;
it is uncertain, unstable, and uncannily unstable. Its dangers
21 Charles Morris, “Pragmatism and the Crisis of Democracy,” Public Policy Pamphlet,

no. 12, ed. H. D. Gideonse, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press 1934), 16.
22 Sloterdijk, Infinite Mobilization, 148.
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are irregular, inconstant, not to be counted upon as to their
times and seasons. Although persistent, they are sporadic,
episodic. […]. We first endow man in isolation with an
instinct of fear and then we imagine him irrationally ejecting
that fear into the environment, scattering broadcast as it were;
the fruits of his own purely personal limitations, and thereby
creating superstition. But fear, whether an instinct or an
acquisition, is a function of the environment.23
Inquiry, for Dewey, is about transforming experiences from the
indeterminate to determinate situations. Out of the precarious we
negotiate and make “transactions” into the “stabilities” of experience.
The goal of the learning process is not to achieve objectified truth or
a mastering the perfection of technological artifice. Indeed, it was the
hopes and dreams of modernity’s quest for certainty largely animated
the need for the disaster didactics of American pragmatism, since its
civilizing process has created avalanche effects.
As cultural processes have accelerated, the need for risk
protection and insurance plans has risen to unprecedented levels.
Educators, for example, around the globe have been pushed into the
insurance markets by the pandemic, since the new conditions demand
flexible and creative efforts for building pedagogical platforms for
polythematic learners—without any meaningful guide. In a certain
sense, we have all been called to rethink the importance and value of
comprehensive analysis. Not only has appreciating the contextual
basis of knowledge become more important but having the ability to
initiate backup plans and affordances has become the common
standard. “The already-arrived is obliterated by the not-yet-arrived. In
the process, the insatiable hunger for the future grows.”24 Privileging
23 John Dewey, Experience and Nature, Second Edition (New York: Dover, 1958), 41-

42.
24 Sloterdijk, Infinite Mobilization, 149.
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adaptability over complacency secures a stake on the future in an ever
increasingly dangerous world.
Along with the pandemic, the rise of authoritarian leaders in
Western nations has rendered illusory any sense of normalcy or
security. It is when these neo-liberal and neo-conservative veils are
removed that one can see the lingering effects and deeper impact of
systemic racism, sexism, and poverty. A commitment to eliminate
systemic racism, for example, lies in one’s emotional affection for the
situation. Thinking and loving go together as Dewey explains:
No one gets far intellectually who does not ‘love to think,’ and
no one loves to think who does not have an interest in
problems as such. Being on the alert for problems signifies that
mere organic curiosity, the restless disposition to meddle and
reach out, has become a truly intellectual curiosity, one that
protects a person from hurrying to a conclusion and that
induces him to undertake active search for new facts and
ideas.” Problems have a contextual character and “pragmatists
advise decision makers to take their cue from what Mary
Follett called ‘the law of the situation”25
The fact that much of philosophy, too, like stress-induced communes
has established itself and survived by responding to the moodiness of
historical epochs and other times of social crisis. Many of the grand
historical accounts neglect how philosophers were responsible for
many of the responses to cultural catastrophes. As the timeless saying
goes, necessity is the mother of invention! “The fact that philosophic
problems arise because of widespread and widely felt difficulties in
25

“Taming Deep Uncertainty: The Potential of Pragmatist Principles for
Understanding and Improving Strategic Crisis Management - Chris Ansell, Arjen
Boin, 2019,” accessed October 4, 2020,
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0095399717747655.
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social practice is disguised because philosophers become a specialized
class which uses a technical language, unlike the vocabulary in which
the direct difficulties are stated.”26
It is no big surprise that the world has recently witnessed one
of these hard lessons in real time. U.S. President Trump, along with a
number of white house officials, has downplayed the severity of the
pandemic engaging in inconsistent messaging and offering little by
way of national leadership and policy. During a March telephone
interview, legendary oval office chronicler Bob Woodward asked
President Trump how he would grade his administration’s response
to the coronavirus. “I wanted to always play it down,” Trump
responded, “I still like playing it down, because I don’t want to create
a panic.”27
The result has been a hodgepodge of state and local
governments,

along

with

corporate

initiatives

and

other

philanthropic projects making up for the deficit. Instead of taking
proactive steps to follow the CDC guidelines established by his
administration, the white house and Trump/Pence campaign held
several super spreader events around the country, including a packed
Rose Garden ceremony for Judge Amy Coney Barrett’s nomination to
replace Ruth Bader Ginsburg on the Supreme Court. On October 2,
Trump was admitted into Walter Reed hospital after testing positive
for the virus. With over two-hundred thousand dead and one million
Americans infected, while poll numbers thirty days before the 2020
presidential election show over seventy-five percent of Americans
disapprove of Trump’s handling of the virus, Trump tweeted out a

26 John Dewey, Democracy and Education, 383.
27

“Trump Consistently Bends Reality, Sells His Narrative In Interviews For
Woodward Book,” NPR.org, accessed October 5, 2020,
https://www.npr.org/2020/09/09/911138032/woodward-book-says-trumpchose-to-downplay-deadliness-of-virus-to-avoid-panic. See, Bob Woodward, Rage
(New York, Simon and Schuster, 2020).

Dewey Studies

Vol 4 · No 1 · 2020

93

Myron Moses Jackson

rare admission: " “It’s been a very interesting journey. I learned a lot
about COVID. I learned it by really going to school. I get it, and I
understand it.”28
No better words could have been spoken by one just released
from after-school detention. Despite the likelihood that he does not
take these hard lessons seriously—shortly after the confession, Trump
went for a joyride to show solidarity with the masses of supporters
camped outside of Walter Reed—the reality-TV star at least
understands what is expected of a leader during a pandemic, even if it
is a performance. Trump’s example provides us with latent ironic
questions that confront every project forged in the name of
modernity: “Does this self that has attained the power to destroy
nature not also happen to ‘itself’ like an anonymous disaster? And is
this why the potent agency and ability of modernity relates to itself as
suffering and powerlessness?”29
Such a change in attitude and mindset (metanoia) is a
fundamental condition for democratic institutions to hold sway in the
future. “All future learning processes at the level of species will be
fraught with an almost intractable problem of transmission: the
question of how acquired and embodied intelligence can be
transferred from one who has become wise to the unwise: more
generally speaking, not individual insights can be incorporated into
social institutions and technical systems. Only individuals can be wise:
institutions are well designed at best.”30
The President is trying to project strength in the form of what
I call a “vulgar” rather than a “robust” pragmatism. There is a fantasized
and romantic vision of power that wants the big home run, the jackpot
winner, or the miracle vaccine that will be the knockout punch solving
28 “Donald J. Trump on Twitter,” Twitter, accessed October 5, 2020,

https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/status/1312864232711520257.
29 Sloterdijk, Infinite Mobilization, 40.
30 Sloterdijk, Infinite Mobilization, 39.
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all problems. The “shock and awe” campaign to begin the Iraq War in
2003 comes to mind, but it is hardly noticed that American soldiers
are still fighting in Afghanistan and Iraq today. Romanticized strength
and power is too top heavy; it does not have the agility, fitness, and
antifragility to meet the demands of precarious events. Such
performative toughness is a façade and unwilling to take on reality as
it is.
The next day after being released from Walter Reed, social
media companies Facebook and Twitter blocked and censored the
President’s post claiming that COVID is less deadly than the flu.31
Trump’s reckless behavior, a month before the election, indicates he
really learned nothing from his extra lessons and will end up in
detention sooner rather than later. An unwillingness to take up the
responsibilities of active learning is bad for democracy. Democracies
operate on a scale between lethargic, stable, and vibrant, and our time
has moved in the direction of the former.
Lessons learned through pragmatism’s disaster didactics are
attempting to avoid “after school” modernity, so to speak, which is the
example set by those hard of hearing or blinded by grand philosophical
truths who have to stay behind to make up work. Political leaders
symbolize this hard-headed class of actors, along with their ardent
supporters, who have largely set the fractured tone of disunity in our
social spaces of dialogue and learning.
American polarization is often talked about but rarely
described. It has to do with the dynamics of sterilization and an
unwillingness to participate and discern the concrete details and
exigencies of the situation. Any politics of traditionalism, whether
neoconservative or neoliberal, renders itself immobile and incapable
31

Jessica Bursztynsky, “Facebook, Twitter Block Trump Post That Falsely Claims
Coronavirus Is Less Deadly than Flu,” CNBC, October 6, 2020,
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of learning. It is often said that America’s increasingly partisan
political arena presents “alternative realities” among the ideological
dreamers. But to break through the gridlock is to take on new kinds
of alertness.
Rigid and inflexible patterns of behavior make us vulnerable
and we will either be left behind or, eventually, thrown out by its
cruelty and viciousness. A strong sense of denial is shaped by these
lethargic attitudes within stale democracy. Complacency and toxic
agitation result in conspiracy theories and the rise of distrust toward
the credibility of public institutions. “But the foreign never quite
wants to be the same as that which is our own and our home. […] The
way of critique passes over into a critique of the way.”32

32 Sloterdijk, Infinite Mobilization, 151-152.
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A

s I write this, many are raging about the need for every
citizen to wear a mask. The science is fairly clear.
Widespread use of face coverings would dramatically

reduce the infection rate of COVID-19. What should be a fairly
obvious protocol has become a matter of hot debate with anti and pro
mask citizens using the mask as a metaphor for wider conceptions of
character, social responsibility, and moral principle. Unfortunately,
the conflict has become more than verbal. Enraged customers asked
by store managers to use masks have committed assault in the name
of their personal liberty rights. Notwithstanding soaring infection
rates and hospitals swollen with patients, the President and many
governors refuse to mandate mask wearing. This apparently simple
measure, supported by science and commonsense, should be as
sensible a mandate as seatbelt or food safety laws.
Pragmatists like John Dewey have long claimed that our
philosophical conceptions have real consequences, in both personal
and social dimensions. I use the controversy over masks as an occasion
for philosophical reflection around three Deweyan themes, with the
hope that this kind of reflection reduces, rather than adds to, that noise
level in the public discourse surrounding masks.
The Power of Habit
Dewey’s account of habits is central to his psychology, social
philosophy, and ethics. Habits are complex socio-psychological
entities that set patterns of feeling, thinking, and doing. Dewey notes
that our habits “have us” as much as we might also say that we “have
them.” In fact, put more directly, a human being is a bundle of habits.
This account moves away from views that regard human
beings as governed by a central executive function such as a “rational
will” or “soul.” Such views are both philosophically and scientifically
dubious. We are not disembodied minds in bodies; but rather,
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complex biological and social creatures who, while able to modify and
adapt to new circumstances, are also deeply conditioned by the
physical, psychological, and social forces to which our habits are
attuned.
This realistic account of our habit nature is helpful to
remember when we interpret each others’ actions. It may seem simple
to buy and wear face coverings, but we should, to some degree,
acknowledge that habit’s invisible grip hampers apparently easy
behavioral adjustments. Think of the myriad tiny little behaviors built
up over a lifetime of social training: tying shoes, yielding to yellow
lights, shaking hands upon introduction, silencing cell phones in
theatres, wearing sunglasses on bright days—the list is endless. These
habits consist of micro-behaviors repeated in response to specific
contexts and so they become powerful invisible wires. It is magical
thinking, Dewey suggests, to just assume that a conscious intention to
implement a new habit will automatically result in its production.
Therefore, some level of patient tolerance is required when we see
people without masks.
The Mask as Metaphor for Relationality and Responsibility
On Dewey’s account, habits structure how we perceive and think
about the world as well as how we act in it. Dewey helps us to see the
continuity between the small-scale behavioral responses we usually
associate with the term ‘habit’—scratching itches, touching our faces,
smoking cigarettes, wearing masks—with larger shared patterns of
conduct. So, racism is a habit in Dewey’s sense of a larger patterned
way of thinking, feeling, and acting. Such patterns are transmitted
through social practices and institutions. Our habits are means for
accomplishing purposes, but they also operate “behind our backs”
serving ends that we might not endorse or even consciously reject.
Many habits that we believe we have shed actually live on as vestigial

Dewey Studies

Vol 4 · No 1 · 2020

99

Todd Lekan

structures that continually shape how we think and act in our social
environments.
White people may think they are not racist but deep reflection
may reveal all kinds of white privilege that they take for granted. As a
white man, I take for granted my freedom to go for early morning runs
before sunrise. While on a morning run, I see black man on a slowmoving bicycle up ahead in the dark. I become tense, fearing danger.
As I get closer, I notice a young girl running parallel to him. It becomes
clear that she is likely his young daughter training for some sport. He
is there to encourage and guide her. This encounter encapsulates
much about the invisible power of a socially created and shared racist
habit.
Racist habits have been transmitted through formal and
informal practices embedded deep within the social fabric of the
United States. The privilege of exercising in the dark free of fear of
harassment — especially by the police—is a white privilege. White fear
of black bodies is another instantiation of the same racist habit.
Democracy demands that its citizens face injustice by an honest
reckoning of the pattern of habits that enable some social groups to
enjoy power and privilege while others are exploited, marginalized,
and oppressed. While not minimizing the difference in degree, the
racist habit that triggers a white jogger’s episodic fear of a black person
in the dark is continuous with the very same racist habit that triggers
white violence against blacks by police officers who automatically see
black males as a threat. Changing these habits in meaningful ways
requires much more than personal efforts to raise consciousness. They
involve changing policies, laws, and social practices.
Responsible democratic citizenship requires acknowledgment
of the dual social and personal aspect of habits. Social relations shape
our habits. Yet at the same time we must strive to take responsibility
for how our actions react back into those very same relations.
Wearing a mask in a pandemic is a fitting symbol of this dual nature.
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By wearing a mask, we acknowledge our very real—biological and
social—connections to other human beings. The air that passes
through our lungs is shared by those who share our space. Donning a
mask to prevent possible viral particles from passing from our lungs
to others is a vivid expression of social responsibility.
Although he is well-known for celebrating the habits that
make for good inquiry--“intelligence” as he prefers to call it—Dewey
also emphasizes habits of sympathetic care. Just as the father’s bikeriding is part of a responsible care for his daughter, so too is maskwearing part of one’s responsible care for those family, friends, and
strangers whose air and space we share. Apparently simple uses of
tools, instruments, and clothing, reveal how we think, feel, and act
towards our social world.
Atomized Versus Democratic Individualism
The furor over mask-wearing in a pandemic reflects larger
conceptions of individualism that reveal much about contested
matters surrounding rights, responsibilities, and freedoms —
conceptions which manifest in reactive social habits. Dewey spent
much effort deconstructing a misguided ideology of atomized
individualism. This view, in rough, holds that individuals exist as fully
formed atoms who enter social relations for mostly self-interested
purposes. Atomized individualism emphasizes freedom from
interference, the right to property, and a suspicion of any form of
social coordination or cooperation.
Atomized individualism did make some sense as a political
justification of freedom from the interference of kings and aristocrats
who asserted undue social control over the liberty of middle-class
property owners. Such atomized individualism, while perhaps an
appropriate ideal for an 18th century context, is absolutely dangerous
in a 21st century context with is global problems of environmental
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crisis, racial injustice, and ravaging pandemics. Such individualism,
like racism, manifests in vestigial socially harmful habits. We need a
democratic individualism that nourishes habits of cooperation, care,
and intelligent inquiry. It is not easy to understand the power and grip
of the ideology of atomized individualism, particularly among
economically disadvantaged citizens who are only hurt by the actions
and policies that get justified by it. Such understanding requires
empirical study that goes beyond philosophical reflections.
Nevertheless, I venture a few suggestions.
Consider the deep fear of vulnerability created by the
bombardment of warning signals, conveyed in a particularly rapid-fire
way by social media. These warning signals often do indicate very real
existential threats posed by climate change, economic inequality, war,
racism, and now the pandemic. The beliefs that the government
should leave citizens alone , and that one has little social responsibility
beyond not harming others in overt ways like physical assaults, may
be compensatory responses to the real fears of being out of control.
Such beliefs console one that “individuals can go it alone.” It is possible
that the extreme anti-government anger expressed in the name of
“individualism” or “freedom” is a reaction to a vulnerability that
becomes visible, when social discourses highlight forms of collective
action necessary to remedy social ills. The angry are simultaneously
refusing to accept their dependence on social actions and structures,
and resenting (if only unreflectively) the knowledge that this
dependence is necessary. I don’t know how far this hypothesis goes in
explaining the furor over mask mandates. I do think they contain
some possible insight worth further discussion.
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A

midst the grim reality of COVID-19, it is clear that
democracy is in grave danger in the wake of brutal loss of
human and more-than-human life exacerbated by a gross

denial of civil liberties and human rights worldwide (Center for
Disease Control, 2020; United Nations, 2020a; 2020b). Where
democracy has been usurped, centralized, and organized to ensure
profits over life and freedom for diverse species, democracy has been
endangered, denied, and possibly lost. However, history has taught us
that we ought never underestimate our human capacities for taking
ideas and bringing them creatively to action. In such moments, it is
uplifting that more and more of the world’s people—together with
diverse more-than-human species (Lupinacci, Happel-Parkins, &
Turner, 2019)—are collaborating to take action in support of socialjustice and sustainability and demanding big changes from their
governments.

Furthermore,

the

demands

for

decentralized

horizontally organized forms of mutual aid, consent, and consensus
are at the forefront of such antifacist dissent (see Black Lives Matter,
Standing Rock, Idle No More, #Me Too, The Women’s Movement in
Rojava, Youth Climate Change Protests, Zapatista, etc). There is a
groundswell of justice oriented activists calling for a societal change.
Writing this essay while quarantined under social distance
orders and immersed in diverse and interrelated social and political
movements, it has become quite clear that if there is to be any radical
hope for democracy it will require us to tap into our most creative
efforts in supporting a collective saying “no” to regimes of tyrannical
powers and “yes” to a multitude of sustainable and socially just ways of
living. It is imperative in a world fighting to do more than simply
survive, that scholar-activist educators take seriously this moment to
radically reconsider not only the purposes that schools have
historically served in society but also to critically imagine how a
purpose of schools committed to a creative democracy might serve in
a different kind of society. In this essay, I share a definition of
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democracy and extend an invitation to renewing school commitments
to democratic decision-making asserting that all who can must be bold
in the humility of failing governments and their deadly leaders ruling
over a vast sea of indifference, misinformation, and distrust.
In 1963 James Baldwin in “A Talk to Teachers” wrote:
Let's begin by saying that we are living through a very
dangerous time…We are in a revolutionary situation, no
matter how unpopular that word has become in this country.
The society in which we live is desperately menaced...from
within. To any citizen of this country who figures himself as
responsible–and particularly those of you who deal with the
minds and hearts of young people–must be prepared to “go for
broke.” (p. 42)
With a vested interest in democracy, human rights, and sustainability
I find hope in efforts echoing and amplifying Baldwin’s call to action
applied to this current planetary pause and I urge our educational
communities (students, teachers, parents, school leaders, and policy
makers) to strongly consider the power and possibilities of supporting
democratic alternatives instead of trying to return to the status quo in
our schools and communities. If we truly value democracy, we have to
ask:
How might we renew our visions of schools as sites of learning to participate
in, and contribute to, a democratic society?
Furthermore asking:
If democracy is a way of life, how can we define it in order to organize, and
teach in support of such societal goals? How can we ensure that all students
learn to respect, include, and show compassion for diversity–both cultural
and biological?
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Possibilities in Creative Democracies
Democracy can be an elusive term lacking creativity in education and
often relegated to disconnected social studies lessons in classrooms
which seem to most often refer to a co-opted system of decision
making by voting and, most commonly, with an emphasis on the antidemocratic process of majority rules. I offer that we creatively simplify
a definition of democratic decision-making to be understood
anarchically as:
Decisions made by those directly impacted by the decisions being made–and
all decisions are made in the interest of the common good.
Further pushing against anthropocentrism (extreme humancenteredness), let us define democratic decision-making as:
Decisions made by those directly impacted by the decisions being made and
that includes listening to and consideration with/for diverse species and
beings (Lupinacci & Edwards-Schuth, 2020, Martusewicz, et al. 2020).
As COVID-19 devastated world communities and exposed
extreme malfeasance in the United States government––and global
free markets, we were painfully reminded of the need for creative
educational pathways which differ from the current schooling policy
and practices. Uniquely this dangerous moment offers a rare
opportunity for radical systemic change—one that requires many of us
to think differently about how we recognize and value diversity.
Educational scholars have long debated a need for renewed purposes
of education to support political and economic purposes and so why
not yet again but this time in favor of inclusion, diversity, multispecies rights, and sustainability.
Going for Broke: Revitalize and Amplify Democratic Projects
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What if this were a moment to “go for broke” and renew schools in
the interest of the now present future? Furthermore, what if the lives
and freedom of all our grandchildren’s children depend on it?
James Baldwin (1963), in the address quoted earlier,
challenged educators and political leaders to consider utilizing schools
to build a society in which racism and related social injustices were no
longer woven into the very fabric of our daily lives. While his words
were a call for an informed and bold response to addressing racism in
1963 nearly thirty years after Dewey’s repeated call for educators to act
seriously in the defense of democracy, the spirit of his message
resonates strongly with the message from abolitionist educators and
the Black Lives Matter protests of today (Love, 2019). Baldwin
emphasizing the power of educators in societal change said: “The
obligation of anyone who thinks of himself as responsible is to
examine society and try to change it and to fight it–at no matter what
risk. This is the only hope society has. This is the only way societies
change” (p. 42). It seems logical in such a moment that a renewed
school purpose—one forged in the crucible of COVID-19 and a social
uprising in the US—was a project worthy of accepting such an
obligation and responsibility to democracy as a way of life. It not only
makes sense but also seems to be our utmost civic duty as antifacist
educators in a democratic society struggling to find humanity and
harmony as we work toward a renewed democratic society before,
during, and after we tackle the rise of tyrannical governments, survive
a pandemic, and decide to collectively live more sustainable on the
planet.
Get it Together and Make Change Happen
What would this renewed direction entail? For starters, diverse
groups of scholars, educators, and community leaders getting together
to collaboratively identify what it truly is that our shared communities
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need and then working backwards from those needs—and including
some wants along the way—asking:
How might we better organize our educational systems to truly include
diverse students learning together to make decisions that support strong,
local, living systems?.
When large anti-democratic systems fail our communities, they fail
future generations and we are unarguably at a major crossroads with
the opportunity to not go back to the way it was. Rather, why not
evaluate closely what was working in favor of democracy and be
honest about what no longer is relevant for the coming societies in a
radically different world.
As an educator of—and co-conspirator with—some really great
leaders in districts, schools, and classrooms of so-called democratic
societies, I can first-hand attest that these kinds of questions have been
discussed in classrooms at many of our institutions as well as in those
classrooms and programs of wonderful colleagues at the many vibrant
universities around the world—but to what point? What will it take
to have creative democratic actions more explicitly enacted outside of
those classrooms and not simply locked away in papers or kept to
classroom presentations, clandestine in dissertations, or sequestered
to articles obscured behind expensive paywalls? Where in the project
to revitalizing democracy do we creatively demand more public
engagement in the dissent against tyranny and collaborate to learn to
do better and as Baldwin called for: “go for broke” (p. 42). If we think
COVID-19 isn’t forcing this or at least setting the table to work from
the ruins of a democracy lost, then we might be delusional.
Concluding, I propose continued collaboration to fight free
markets, facism, and tyranny word-wide with deepened commitments
to continue having these conversations openly and together as we
amplify diverse democratic projects word-wide. Furthermore, with
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nearly everyone with, or near, school-age children now spearheading
their nation’s educational futures in their apartments, living rooms,
and home offices or sitting in cars and outside or sitting outside
anywhere the internet might be available; we might take this moment
to abandon schools as they were and rebuild for democratic futures.
The point being that any educator serious about our obligations and
responsibilities in a democracy should be pushing harder than ever for
2020 to be the moment public education turns full attention to
renewing a collective effort to organize in a revitalization of
democracy, multispecies rights (social justice and environmental
justice), and sustainability. While I could go on and on with
suggestions but that would negate the point of this essay. I am writing
here asking us to simply slow down, go for broke, and ask the larger
question: What ought to be the purpose of schools in the coming weeks,
months, and years?

If we desire a socially just and sustainable

democratic society then these are dangerous times that require we
fight creatively and with all our diverse abilities for democracy. As
Baldwin (1963) asked of teachers, if we believe society needs to change
then we must get it together “no matter what risk” because “this is the
only hope society has. This is the only way societies change” (p. 4s)
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T

hroughout the summer of 2020, the Trump administration
offered little useful guidance about the COVID-19
pandemic even as identified cases were mounting and small

businesses were suffering. As stores began to require masks, many
people throughout the country resisted and called to boycott
businesses with mandatory mask requirements.
The baffling resistance to wearing masks recalls arguments
about the role of citizens in democratic decision-making. It would be
easy to conclude that many people do not have the intelligence for
responsible self-governance. Such thinking has a long history in
American politics beginning with the reaction to the populist
movement of the late 19th century and continuing through to the
present day (Frank, 2020).
Social Intelligence
One influential proponent was Walter Lippman (2010). Writing
during the initial rise of electronic mass media in the radio, he coined
the term “stereotype” to identify media representations that made it
more difficult for citizens to make substantive meaning of social
affairs. Today, Americans spend most of their leisure time immersed
in mass media (Dolliver, 2020), which has also become more partisan
in recent years (Mason et al, 2019; Taibbi, 2019).
Lippmann (1933, 2010) argued for a society of disseminated
decision-making in which people would only directly engage with
matters within their area of expertise. Today’s calls for citizens to heed
the advice of medical experts during the COVID-19 pandemic echo
this vision, and suggest that people are not capable of democratic
decision-making beyond their immediate spheres of understanding.
Dewey’s ideas open up space for a different perspective. For
Dewey (1922), actions are dependent upon habits, which are formed
by environmental engagement. They allow most actions to be
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performed without conscious awareness, saving attention for novel
occurrences. As experiences become routine, reactions get
incorporated into habits. Formal education, for Dewey, is not merely
(or even primarily) about the learning of information. Rather, it is
about learning more robust, productive habits (Mason, 2016).
As in Dewey’s (2000) time, contemporary declarations of
citizen stupidity rest on a problematic assumption that “intelligence is
a ready-made possession of individuals” (p. 57). While individuals are
born with disparate (and indeterminate) potential, Dewey (2000)
asserts that “the greatest educational power, the greatest force in
shaping the dispositions and attitudes of individuals, is the social
medium in which they live” (p. 91). Rather than decrying citizens for
their lack of knowledge, we should examine the social conditions that
have produced these results.
Dewey (1999) recognized the danger of allowing “pecuniary
interests” to dominate social and political ideas in his era. The
situation is more dire today, as the last 40 years society has been
hijacked by a business-centric ethos that has wreaked havoc on
individuals by moving jobs overseas and funneling wealth toward the
richest individuals, while compelling institutions to conform to
neoliberal governance models (Brown, 2015, 2019; Giroux, 2014;
Harvey, 2005).
Problematic Media
The intersections of the neoliberal ethos with the institutions of media
and education are of particular interest. No Child Left Behind and
subsequent legislation have focused education primarily on job
preparation to the detriment of citizenship goals (Ravitch, 2013).
Workforce preparedness schooling generally focuses on the
decontextualized acquisition of content knowledge, and emphasizes
habits only to the extent that they contribute to this narrow, singular
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purpose (Giroux, 2014).
Throughout the 20th century mass media has fostered an
exodus away from the direct social life of local communities and
toward Lippman’s stereotypes and the distractions of consumer
culture (Lears, 1983; Putnam, 2000; Trentmann, 2006). While media
had previously presented structural problems for democracy (see
Herman & Chomsky, 1988), in the neoliberal era media has facilitated
citizens’ mistrust of government and institutions. Reputable media
organizations cheered the passage of NAFTA and other trade deals,
deregulation initiatives, and gutting of social welfare policies that had
devastating consequences to working people in the form of lost jobs
and a diminished social safety net.
During this time, media companies consolidated into a
handful of giant conglomerates. After the abandonment of the public
interest doctrine in the 1980s, these corporations began treating news
divisions as another profit-making enterprise (Taibbi, 2019), resulting
in today’s hyper-partisanship media landscape. The betrayal of the
working class and the hyper-partisan focus of the news are both
necessary parts of understanding why citizens are now responding to
every public event, like wearing masks, as a partisan issue. This is
because many have lost faith in their institutions and leaders and have
retreated into familiar information silos.
Education for Deliberation
The erosion of the middle class and the divisiveness within the culture
in conjunction with the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic run
the risk of sending the United States into an inexorable decline. To
prevent this, the institutions of education and media should be
leveraged to foster more productive social habits. Educators have an
opportunity to compel a shift of educational priorities away from test
preparation and toward social affairs. Schools are an ideal place to
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foster the habits of democracy which Dewey (1939) argues
demonstrate “faith in the capacity of the intelligence of the common
man to respond with commonsense to the free play of facts and ideas”
(p. 227). While an educational pivot would require altering content
toward social matters, the more profound change would be fostering
habits of deliberation among students.
The forthcoming political shakeout from COVID also
presents the possibility of creating a healthier media ecosystem. The
public, who own radio and television airwaves, should demand the
return of legislation that compels media to operate in the public
interest, which could foster less partisan political habits among the
citizenry. At the same time, new media sources should be encouraged
and media literacy should become a central educational concern.
Students should be encouraged to become critical and conscientious
media users. However, schools should also teach the limits of media
engagement. Lippmann’s stereotypes can ultimately only be defeated
through direct, contextual engagement, and citizens must understand
this moving forward if we are to create through deliberate effort the
kind of thriving democratic culture envisioned by Dewey.
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S

een from one angle, democracy might be thought to be allergic
to monuments, for monuments heroize individuals and
distinguish them from the crowd. Theorists of democracy

often point to ancient Athens as a model. In a society in which all
individuals who count (and in Athens this was limited to free men
who were born in Athens) have an equal say in how they are to be
governed, heroes were frowned upon, and hero-worship thought to
be in poor taste.
Nevertheless, both democratic societies and those with
democratic aspirations, like the United States, need their heroes.
Despite the many limitations on who was granted citizenship in the
polis, citizens in democratic Athens had political power and the
ancient Athenians certainly had their heroes. Both historical heroes
such as Pericles and mythical heroes such as Herakles captured their
imagination and gave them a sense of identity. Heroes and
monuments help constitute us and give us a story to tell about who we
are. Monuments help make us “us,” and this is why they matter regardless of the sort of society we inhabit or the type of government
we have. But this identity constitution comes at a cost: for every ‘us’
constituted through memorialization also entails a ‘them’—
memorialization is simultaneously inclusionary and exclusionary.
This is one of the main reasons why the many “monuments
controversies” occurring today in U.S. communities across the
country likely won’t be going away anytime soon. While the claims of
some that losing these monuments means losing our history may seem
nonsensical, these objections do contain some truth, though perhaps
not in the way that proponents intend. Monuments can make a
normative claim upon us. Certainly not all of them do this, but they
all have the potential to tell us who we ought to be by determining
how we ought to remember and understand our history. Monuments
can potentially say, in effect: this is how history ought to be
remembered; this is how we ought to relate to the past.
Dewey Studies
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The Six Grandfathers and Mount Rushmore
Consider this photo of the site where Mount Rushmore, which the
Sioux called Six Grandfathers, now stands and compare it with the
familiar faces carved from the rockface:

Figure 11

Figure 22
1https://indiancountrytoday.com/archive/mount-rushmore-before-it-was-

desecrated-and-other-captivating-images-8XrYvku9kkeKz4zJ5Jp7aw.
2 Wikimedia Commons:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Mount_Rushmore_National_Memorial#/
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The four presidents monumentalized there efface the memories of
what the site was before these faces were carved into the rock. Even
before it was the site of struggle and massacre in the late nineteenth
and twentieth centuries, it was a sacred site to the Sioux people.3 So,
yes, monuments are simultaneously a way of remembering at the same
time as they are a way of forgetting. The four presidents carved into
the stone in 1927 are meant to remind white Americans of their
nation’s power and might at the same time as they efface what this
place had once meant to the indigenous peoples who lived there for
generations and continue to live in the region today. This reinforces
an official account of history focused on the great men who supposedly
made it at the same time as it obscures the histories of the people
whose land was stolen to make this national monument. The fact that
this mountain was once a sacred site for the Lakota Sioux and had been
for generations until white settlers stole the land, massacred its people,
and desecrated the site is not part of “our” national story and it is
typically not told as part of the history of this place.
Memory and Identity
Official histories like those that Mount Rushmore and other
monuments enshrine, condition how we understand memory and
therefore how we understand ourselves. James Baldwin understood
this all too well. Indeed, one of the threads running throughout his
writing is the way that history, and the dynamics of memory and
forgetting that it entails, makes it impossible for us to know ourselves.
Among many examples, we can consider this passage from “The
American Dream and the American Negro” (1965):

media/File:Mount_Rushmore.jpg
3 A good overview of the history of The Black Hills and Mount Rushmore can be
found here: https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/rushmoresioux/. Accessed July 30, 2020.

Dewey Studies

Vol 4 · No 1 · 2020

122

Cory McCall

In the case of the American Negro, from the moment you are
born every stick and stone, every face is white. Since you have
not yet seen a mirror, you suppose you are, too. It comes as a
great shock around the age of 5, 6 or 7 to discover that the flag
to which you have pledged allegiance, along with everybody
else, has not pledged allegiance to you. It comes as a great
shock to see Gary Cooper killing off the Indians and, although
you are rooting for Gary Cooper, that the Indians are you.
It comes as a great shock to discover that the country which is
your birthplace and to which you owe your life and identity,
has not, in its whole system of reality, evolved any place for
you. The disaffection and the gap between people, only on the
basis of their skins, begins there and accelerates throughout
your whole lifetime.4
Baldwin’s recollections of his youthful misunderstandings of who he
was and the malign indifference with which his government and his
fellow citizens treated him and black people like him provide a vivid
example of how these official histories work on us. Although his
recollections focus on the films of Gary Cooper rather than public
monuments, the effect is similar: these cultural representations make
it impossible to understand ourselves and our role within American
society.
Overcoming this fundamental misunderstanding while we
continue to expand the conception of who exactly “we” are will be
4

James Baldwin, “The American Dream and the American Negro,” Collected Essays
Ed. Toni Morrison (NY: Library of America, 1998, 714-715. This essay, originally
published in The New York Times in March of 1965, was based upon the address that
Baldwin had given the previous month at The Cambridge Union as part of his
famous debate with William F. Buckley. For a reconsideration of the debate and its
continued relevance, see Nicholas Buccola, The Fire is Upon Us: James Baldwin,
William F. Buckley and The Debate Over Race in America (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2019).
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necessary if we are to have any hope of one day fulfilling the promise
of a truly American democracy. One of the sites for this reimagining
of public memory is Mount Rushmore, along with all the monuments
to Confederate generals that are being taken down throughout the
country. Some ask, “Where does this critical reconsideration of public
memory end?” to which we respond, “Hopefully with a freer, more
equitable, and more democratic society.”
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I

n 2006, I delivered my first comments at an academic conference
at the annual meeting of the Philosophy of Education Society. I
was a graduate student and invited to participate in an author-

meets-critic session for Sigal Ben-Porath’s (2006) Citizenship Under
Fire: Democratic Education in Times of Conflict. Written in the aftermath
of 9/11 by someone who had experienced life in Israel, her book’s
central question is: What sort of citizenship education is appropriate
during times of war and other protracted conflicts?
Two Conceptions of Citizenship
Ben-Porath’s concern is that during war, the public is prone to set
aside the values of democracy and unite around a “narrow conception”
of citizenship that is so focused on national security and “us versus
them thinking” that they are willing to trade away the foundations of
liberal democracy (e.g. free speech, privacy, free press). The public
succumbs to values she terms “belligerent citizenship” and engages in
a public discourse that takes on a you-are-either-with-us-or-againstus attitude that can justify the dehumanization of both compatriots
and external foes. Ben-Porath argues that intolerance for dissent is one
of the greatest threats to democracy. Yet, it is often the government
that promotes this sort of belligerency for the good of the war effort.
She argues that in times of war, schools ought to counter belligerency
by promoting a “shared fate” view of citizenship—an expansive
conception of citizenship which emphasizes democratic values, critical
thinking, and resists the state’s pressure for conformity.
In my comments, I raised two points. First, I reflected on my
ten years as a high school social studies teacher and the challenges I
faced teaching young people some of the hard truths about the United
States—Black voter suppression, Japanese Internment, Native
American genocide, the bombing of Cambodia during the Vietnam
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war, among others. It is difficult, I responded, to teach toward “shared
fate” when there is so much historical evidence showing that the
government and citizens are willing to violate basic democratic
principles, especially for marginalized groups. At the same time, I
often worried that without some sense of shared fate, students could
become cynics who disengaged from public decision-making. Second,
I questioned whether schools are actually capable of resisting the
official messages of the state. My teaching and academic experiences
taught me that schools are not walled off from mainstream society;
instead, they are a reflection of all that is good and bad. It was hard to
imagine the public-school system being immune to the drumbeat of
war that Ben-Porath hoped to counter.
Shared Fate or a New Civil War?
Fast forward through the Obama and Trump administrations. It is
clear that the United States and other liberal democracies are being
over-run by partisan belligerency. Since 1992, polling shows that
Americans who strongly identify with a political party increasingly
believe that members of the opposing party are a “threat to the nation”
(Pew Research Center, 2016). A majority of both Democrats and
Republicans believe that members of the other party are closedminded and immoral (Pew Research Center, 2019). There is distrust
among citizens and elected officials, and the overall tone of politics is
focused on a game of winner-take-all (McCarty, Poole, & Rosenthal,
2006). Recently, Graham and Svolic (2020) found voters with strong
partisan identities were willing to vote for party-aligned candidates
even when they promote anti-democratic values. Partisanship has
emerged as a social identity that engages in “in group and out group”
animosity and a willingness to discriminate that runs deeper than
racial hostility in the United States (Iyengar, Gaurav & Yphtach, 2012;
Iyengar & Westwood, 2015). In short, living in the U.S. today feels
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like an ideological civil war awash in belligerency.
Citizenship Education in Time of Civil War
The tragic events of 2020, including a global pandemic, the murder of
George Floyd and movements for racial justice, and historic
unemployment has me returning to Ben-Poarth’s (2006) question,
“What sort of citizenship education is appropriate during a time of
war?” Teaching against belligerency and toward democratic values
will in many cases look to students and parents as taking a partisan
stand. Consider, for example, a teacher who wants to promote media
literacy by showing students the well-documented ways in which
Russia interfered in the 2016 U.S. election as well as earlier elections
in Ukraine by spreading propaganda through social media (Mueller,
2019). Though this is a fact, the president insists it is a lie, and many
believe him. The teacher will find herself caught between truth and
potential pushback. In addition, teaching for a critical understanding
of our political culture, including why polarization is happening and
the effects of Citizens United v. FEC on campaign financing can lead to
a political cynicism in which young people feel the system is too
corrupt to save. Indeed, the World Values Survey shows that as
income inequality and polarization have surged around the world,
Millennials are much less supportive of democracy as a political system
than older generations (Foa & Mounk, 2017).
In trying to avoid both of these outcomes, a teacher may decide
to just “teach the facts.” In this case, a civics teacher might present a
sanitized version of how a bill becomes a law, that imagines legislators
voting their consciousness, and say little in detail about how lobbying,
special interest groups, and party organizing apply pressure and
influence. This route leaves students uninformed about the political
process as it is and unprepared for even the most basic form of
engagement, namely, following the news.
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Within this cluster of tensions, Ben-Porath’s aim of sharedfate citizenship looks to be a worthwhile approach. The appeal of
shared fate is that it attempts to shift how one identifies with politics.
The psychology around partisanship shows that identifying with the
party in a way that endorses us-vs-them thinking is at the root of
belligerent attitudes (Iyngar, Gaurav & Yphtach, 2012; Iyengar &
Westwood, 2015). Applying the aim of shared-fate citizenship would
mean that education invites students to put some critical distance
between themselves and the major political parties. This would help
students resist over identifying with a partisan team and instead
promote allegiance to democratic values over party.
Much of my own research has investigated how teachers
might do this. Specifically, I have written about how, why, and to what
effect teachers engage students in discussion of political issues. (Hess
& McAvoy, 2015; McAvoy, 2016; McAvoy & Hess 2013). This
research shows that when students discuss issues within politically
diverse classrooms they become more comfortable with disagreement
and more interested in politics. (They also find the class highly
engaging.) And in a more recent study, I found that when students
deliberate in politically diverse groups, the group’s views pre-post do
move people toward consensus and away from ideological poles
(McAvoy, P. & McAvoy, G., forthcoming). These are all good
outcomes, if one wants to teach democratic values.
Yet, I keep returning the second concern that I raised with
Citizenship Under Fire. While shared fate is a justified aim for the
classroom, schools will not be the institution that saves our
democracy. There is an analogy here with racism. I once heard TaNehisi Coates give a talk in which he said, “racism is not a heart
problem, it’s a pocketbook problem,” meaning racism did not emerge
because of white hatred for non-white people, it emerged to maintain
a political and economic system that advantages the white ruling class.
Similarly, belligerency is not merely a heart or identity problem; it has
Dewey Studies
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emerged from a political-economic system that finds it advantageous
to foment ideological division. Young people need to understand this
reality to engage in informed participation, and perhaps this is a form
of shared fate thinking, but changing the hearts of students will not
save democracy. Our only hope is for adults and elected officials to
disrupt the institutional causes of polarization.
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W

e have all received a shock to our collective system,
and naturally all of us are compelled to add what we
can to the collective response. Philosophy should start

with everyday life and problems and should not remain quiet in the
midst of the current crisis. In this essay I use the critical tools of
philosophy to examine the most common responses to the COVID-19
pandemic by philosophers, activists, scientists and journalists. I will
outline the philosophical lessons so far and will suggest a holistic,
pluralistic, and communal approach as a way forward; based on the
insights and hopes of philosophers like Dussel, Chomsky, Hostos,
Dewey, King, Addams, Ortega, Villoro, Peirce, Boggs, as well as
Native American philosophers.
According to Grace Lee Boggs, “[e]very crisis, actual or
impending, needs to be viewed as an opportunity to bring about
profound changes in our society."1

However, as philosopher

Raymond Boisvert has said, “[u]nfortunately, a crisis can also be an
opportunity for authoritarians, reactionaries, and other narrowminded types”.2
There is already evidence that the current crisis is pregnant
with good and with bad opportunities. I do not understand the
impulse (a case of epistemic arrogance?) to make predictions of what
will eventually happen. While predictions assuage the itch of present
uncertainty, the failure of predictions always undermines future trust.
For that reason, we should instead make an inventory of the lessons
that we are learning, lest we forget our shared experience.
I agree with Ortega y Gasset and John Dewey that disruptions
in our everyday habitual life can be windows that disclose our most
basic assumptions about reality, knowledge, and values. COVID-19
1 Grace Lee Boggs, The Next American Revolution (Berkeley: University of California

Press, 2011), xi
2 This was Raymond Boisvert’s comment to my post of Grace Lee Boggs on
Facebook.
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has already exposed a lot and my purpose is to encourage the sort of
critical reflection that the crisis has made possible in order to figure
out: where do we go from here? As Julio Vincent Gambuto wrote:
“What the crisis has given us is a once-in-a-lifetime chance to see
ourselves and our country in the plainest of views. At no other time,
ever in our lives, have we gotten the opportunity to see what would
happen if the world simply stopped. Here it is. We’re in it."3 "If we
want to create a better country and a better world for our kids, and if
we want to make sure we are even sustainable as a nation and as a
democracy, we have to pay attention to how we feel right now.”4
We do not want to reflect on lessons because we have become
an impatient people. Charles Peirce argued that we are animals prone
to do anything to get rid of the uncomfortable feeling caused by
disruptions and doubt. We want to feel normal again, and the
warning of Julio Vincent Gambuto seems warranted: "Get ready, my
friends. What is about to be unleashed on American society will be the
greatest campaign ever created to get you to feel normal again. It will
come from brands, it will come from government, it will even come
from each other, and it will come from the left and from the right. We
will do anything, spend anything, believe anything, just so we can take
away how horribly uncomfortable all of this feels."5
Neither Peirce nor myself have anything against the quest to
regain some feeling of normalcy, but there are better and worse ways
to go about it. Let’s not forget that in the USA the 9/11 crisis was a
disruption that created the opportunity to regain normalcy by
learning something, but many became susceptible to explanations that
did bring back normalcy and comfort but little learning. Before we all
return to our consumer driven ways of life, it may be worthwhile to
3

Gambuto, Julio Vincent, “Prepare for the Ultimate Gaslighting,” Forge.Medium.com.
https://forge.medium.com/prepare-for-the-ultimate-gaslighting-6a8ce3f0a0e0
4 Gambuto, “Prepare for the Ultimate Gaslighting.”
5 Gambuto, “Prepare for the Ultimate Gaslighting.”
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keep track what COVID-19 has exposed.
The current pandemic has already exposed social-systematic
injustices, bad habits of inquiry (the quest for simplistic diagnosis and
cures), refusal to accept the presence and consequences of risk in
reality, and traits of ourselves that we may have underestimated. How
should we determine our proper response?

What does the

problematic situation require of us? What socio-political forces and
consequences should not be ignored? What realities will we need to
face and how? What sort of inquiry into data is needed? Should the
humanities and the people most affected be part of the inquiry? What
are our responsibilities? What can we hope for? What sort of changes
are needed if we are to not just survive, but to live a better life for all,
and be able to face the consequences of this pandemic and the ones still
to come?
If philosophical reflection is at all useful, it is because that
reflection is the habit of encouraging these questions of reality,
knowledge, politics, values and their close interrelationship; and not
because it has definitive or final answers. What follows is my attempt
to reflect on some of the above questions. I have serious limitations
and bias that may become obvious as you read.

My empirical

resources are limited and my philosophical framework is limited to
what I know best, Latin American and American philosophers. Still,
I can only start this journey where I am and with what I have.
What has the COVID-19 pandemic disclosed? What is there to
learn?
(1) COVID-19 has exposed the structural injustices we live in. Economic
and health conditions of communities can be distinguished, but not
separated. For example, the patterns of racial and economic injustice do not
disappear in a time of crisis. On the contrary, they become visible and
sometimes can get worse unless we take this opportunity to address them.
A health crisis like the present one affects different people differently
Dewey Studies
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depending on the present conditions of that society. As Astra Taylor
says, "[m]any people will die of coronavirus, no doubt, but how many
[of those] who get sick will actually be perishing from preventable
shortages/rising poverty/and our lack of a truly public and
international healthcare system?"6
The USA had, prior to the arrival of COVID-19, “the world’s
largest prison population, often housed in densely crowded
conditions” and a health and economic system that has “a social safety
net much thinner and more porous than those in other Western
democracies, which may leave many workers having to choose
between letting their families go hungry or going to work sick."7 The
injustices of the health and economic system, and other inequalities
that were already present before the virus struck, will become more
obvious as this national crisis progresses.
While there is a need for more data as to the effects of COVID19 on the most vulnerable groups, the mere collection of data is not
sufficient. Information does not, by itself, lead to change. Secondly,
better demographic information about final deaths will not tell us
anything surprising or useful. Many academic scholars that are caught
up in the “Olympics of oppression” may love to see some final numbers
in order to validate their own theories and champions, but beyond
more publications, how useful is this knowledge? Venting the old and
broad diagnosis that the horrible outcome of COVID-19 is evidence
that we live in a society with structural injustices may shake up the
naïve who believed we lived in a just and color-blind society. But
consciousness-raising and mere venting does not somehow
automatically lead to amelioration of our injustices. This was a lesson
6

Astra Taylor “This is a Biological and Political Crisis,” Anarresproject.org.
http://www.anarresproject.org/this-is-a-biological-and-political-crisis/
7 Powell, Alvin. “Will inequality worsen the toll of the pandemic in the U.S.?” The
Harvard Gazette. https://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2020/03/will-inequalityworsen-the-toll-of-the-pandemic-in-the-u-s/
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that Grace Lee Boggs learned during her years of activism.
It is also not clear how such vague and general data about
morbidity helps the rest of us that are not naïve or color blind. Let’s
face it, the results are predictable; the poor, native Americans, blacks
and Latinos will come out as suffering disproportionately. Any new
and useful knowledge has to come from pinpointing exactly and
particularly why someone suffered or died.

Grand historical

narratives of white supremacy in the USA or the world are of no use.
It is much more convincing and powerful to inquire, as much as
possible, into the specific causes in particular cities, and to track
injustices committed at different phases of the disease from contagion,
to testing, to treatment and to death or recovery.
There are different stages in pandemics, and different groups
are affected differently in each. When there were not enough tests to
go around, witnessing who got to be tested first was already evidence
of injustice. Yet it was only when scholars started to investigate the
data with a keener eye that the injustices became obvious as a pattern,
especially in cities. For example, according to Stephanie Rivera “the
spread within the county of Milwaukee has unsurprisingly tracked the
hyper-segregation of the city with a hyper concentrated spread in the
North side; the historically black part of Milwaukee.”8 In years to
come, we can expect more alarming data on the effects on the
homeless, at different stages of the pandemic, who cannot “stay home”
or drive to the few places where the test was provided in some cities
(assuming they could even afford the test in the first place). In the city
of Nashville, the more affluent parts of Nashville have had testing sites
for weeks, but the historically African-American neighborhood
experienced weeks of delay because staff couldn't acquire the needed
8

Berruz, Stephanie Rivera, “What Am I Looking At? Reading Data in times of
COVID-19,” Stories.Marquette.edu.
https://stories.marquette.edu/what-am-i-looking-at-reading-data-in-times-ofcovid-19-7b2e2dea3643

Dewey Studies

Vol 4 · No 1 · 2020

138

Gregory Fernando Pappas

testing gear like masks and gloves.9
Counting and tracking is required to understand ongoing
pandemics. However, counting and tracking requires testing. As
Stephanie Rivera Berruz notes, “[T]esting is reflective of social and
political conditions that construct our relationships with a healthcare
system that runs for profit and is not equitably accessible.”10 There is
also the problem of how many patients from a racial or ethnic
minority group request the test from doctors, but do not get them.
“The bio-tech data firm Rubix Life Sciences, based in Boston,
reviewed recent billing information in several states, and found that
an African American with symptoms like cough and fever was less
likely to be given one of the scarce coronavirus tests.”11 The effects
from this loss of critical information is compounded by the fact that
the same virus does not affect all populations equally.

Delays in

diagnosis and treatment will be more harmful, particularly for racial
or ethnic minority groups that have higher rates of certain diseases,
such as diabetes, high blood pressure and kidney disease (that often
stem from the same injustices affecting the response to COVID-19).
Those chronic illnesses can lead to more severe cases of COVID-19.
COVID-19 has made us aware that any social, political, or
medical intervention needs to be as accurate and context-sensitive as
possible to the rapidly-changing scenario at the local level (e.g.
cities).12 Similarly, many injustices have been committed at different
phases of the spread of COVID-19, and this requires context-sensitive
9

Farmer, Blake, “The Coronavirus Doesn't Discriminate, But U.S. Health Care
Showing Familiar Biases,” NPR.org.
https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2020/04/02/825730141/thecoronavirus-doesnt-discriminate-but-u-s-health-care-showing-familiar-biases
10 Berruz, Stephanie Rivera, “What Am I Looking At.”
11 Powell, Alvin. “Will inequality worsen the toll of the pandemic in the U.S.?”
12 We have all seen the graphs that represent the infection process, we could do a
national or global graph of it, and there is some usefulness of comparing graphs
across cities. However, the timelines for each city is different and the many factors
that determine the rate of infection or the flattening of the curve are different.
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knowledge that is local by nature. For this purpose, the tools of the
social sciences can be helpful, but the inquiry should be as inclusive as
possible -- one that includes members of the most affected
communities. No amount of training replaces first-hand knowledge
of those more directly affected by the disease and of the injustices that
foster it. Consequently, calls should be made for a “Community of
Inquiry” that is committed not just to figuring out who to blame (we
spend usually too much time on this), but instead to what we can learn
that will help us ameliorate the present crisis and prevent future ones.
In the Community of Inquiry, there is an important role for
scholars in the humanities to be critical of those who, sometimes
naively or with good intentions, conduct an inquiry into numbers and
metrics with some claim of scientific objectivity that hides, selectivity,
how we gather the information. Selectivity in even the most robust
or scientific or objective of inquiries is unavoidable, but there are
better and worse methods, depending on the inquiry and the values
that we share as inquirers. As Stephanie Rivera Berruz says “we must
be vigilant of the categories with which we compare data and never
forget that there is no such thing as value neutral terms.”13
The spread of the virus generates data. Collecting that data
may seem inherently “objective” in the sense that it is merely a matter
of counting. However, there is no escaping the issues of how should
we count?

Do we only count the number of single individuals

affected? Should we go beyond individuals to count how the virus has
affected different groups? What particular groups should we count?
According to other chronic illnesses? Age, race, ethnicity, or gender?
What is the purpose of each of these inquiries? How will we put such
knowledge to good use?
Tracking the rate of infection is a matter of life and death; it
helps determine where to put resources and how to intervene. Here
13 Berruz, Stephanie Rivera, “What Am I Looking At.”

Dewey Studies

Vol 4 · No 1 · 2020

140

Gregory Fernando Pappas

is where bias and disparity in access to medical care may be disclosed.
What stands out about pandemics is that tracking the injustices related
to health conditions, testing, treatments often cannot be ignored if we
want to figure out how best to tackle the disease. We need to know
who and where the most vulnerable are, because we need to track
where the virus is; and helping the most vulnerable community
protects the health of everyone. Therefore, counting age and previous
health conditions may not be enough, in order to stop the spread of
the disease.
(2) COVID-19 has exposed the consequences of a failing of our economic
system (Neoliberalism) and a political system (representative democracy) in
many places. The crisis is a test of the priorities of governments and the
degree of authoritarianism or democracy in a society.
Health, the economy, and politics are interdependent aspects of the
integrity of the everyday life of concrete communities. An unjust
economic or political system has consequences for the health of the
society and vice versa. The consequences for those that suffer from a
health system that runs for profit and is not equally accessible are
evident.

For others, the interdependence between health and

economics is only made obvious when a systematic and contagious
sickness has economic consequences.
In times of crisis, the interconnected values of health and
economic well-being come into conflict or are in tension. These are
opportunities to test or to disclose priorities and the degree of
authoritarianism or democracy in a society. Authoritarian people and
government will reveal their true colors and take advantage of
vulnerabilities for the sake of domination.

Even the non-

Authoritarians are forced to reveal their priorities.

Does our

government represent and make decisions based on the well-being, in
particular, the health of all the people or special interest (health
insurance companies)? Are they instead exploiting a health crisis for
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ideological and political gains? Is health a priority?
(3) COVID-19 has exposed the tendency of many to want to find a single
cause (e.g. some global account of evil such as the Devil, Neoliberalism,
imperialism, modernity as the culprit) and a single cure of social problems.
Moving forward requires a holistic, pluralistic, and community of inquiry
approach that acknowledges the causal links between our most serious
problems (structural injustices, neoliberalism, and global warming), but
without slipping into reductionism and oversimplifications that are
counterproductive. The revolution needed requires changes in our
institutions and economic system but also in our culture and habits to
promote communal health.
The view that COVID-19 was just a bioweapon created by the Chinese
government China is a lot less plausible than the view that
Neoliberalism is implicated. For as stated above, the economy and
healthcare are systematically interrelated. There is both fallacy and
danger in giving a simple diagnosis across time and countries by using
a single “lumpy” name for the cause. Since the onset of this crisis I
have been collecting a number of published essays that fall into this
temptation.
Here are three examples of this problematic tendency. There
will be more of the kind to come, especially as academics start to use
their global theories of oppression to explain the crisis.
Costas Lapavitsas argues that “Covid-19 has exposed
absurdities of Neoliberalism” and reveals how “an economic system
based on competition and naked profit-seeking—both guaranteed by
a powerful state—proved incapable of dealing calmly and effectively
with a public health shock of unknown severity.”14 I agree, though by
14Lapavitsas,

Costas, “Covid-19 Crisis Has Exposed Absurdities of Neoliberalism.
That Doesn’t Mean It’ll Destroy It,” Urpe.org
https://urpe.org/2020/04/02/covid-19-crisis-has-exposed-absurdities-ofneoliberalism-that-doesnt-mean-itll-destroyit/?fbclid=IwAR0Vd3MzhT54pyT2415hQEekz5Cc6r9njpl7dI_8CpWeP8_7H2HUubOB8Y
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the end of the essay all forms of capitalisms from different countries
have been lumped together into a single global cause, as if there are no
differences that make a difference. The author takes the pandemic as
proof that there is a single and pervasive economic system that has a
“fundamentally flawed nature” and that this crisis is an opportunity to
disclose the “deeper roots” of the problem. The suggestion seems to
be that if we dig “deeper” and find a way to remove the single global
cause of the present crisis, amelioration will happen in all corners of
the world. This is like hoping that all cancers have a single cause and
once we find it, a cure will automatically follow.
In “The Coronavirus outbreak is part of the climate change
crisis,”15 Vijay Kolinjivadic makes a good argument for understanding
the current health crisis within a global context and he understands
the interconnectedness between the coronavirus and the climate
change crisis. However, the essay ends up making the stronger claim
that there is, all over the world, a single process of industrial
production that has disrupted natural habitats and “is responsible for
COVID-19” and climate change; and both problems “have their roots
in the world’s current economic model”. Again, there is much truth
in this analysis. COVID-19 and climate change are connected, but
unwarranted and simplistic diagnosis and solutions are unnecessary
and counterproductive.
The recent statement by the regional secretariat for the North
African Network for Food Sovereignty “Coronavirus Pandemic in the
Shadow of Capitalist Exploitation and Imperialist Domination of
People and Nature”16 makes an even bolder claim about the
15 Kolinjivadi, Vijay, “The coronavirus outbreak is part of the climate change crisis,”

Aljazeera.com.
https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/coronavirus-outbreak-part-climatechange-emergency200325135058077.html?xif=https:/www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/coronavi
rus-outbreak-part-climate-change-emergency-200325135058077.html
16Sawin, Elizabeth, “Why We Can't Ignore the Link Between COVID-19, Climate
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connection between COVID-19 and other global problems. It asks us
to think of this pandemic as caused by global racism, patriarchy,
imperialism, exploitation of nature and of people from the South of
the globe. “It coincides with and exacerbates a multifaceted global
crisis: political, economic, social, environmental and climatic. In other
words, we are currently experiencing a crisis of a patriarchal, racist
capitalist system.”17
I appreciate the encouragement to make the connections
between the virus and other global problems. To me, this call for a
careful empirical inquiry of how these many social evils in particular
places and times “feed” into each other, where both the global and local
perspective are examined. However, the essay at times reduces all
problems into one. There is, the statement implies, a single system
that does not vary across countries and time that is the cause of the
most serious world problems, COVID-19 is just one consequence of
it.18 It is as if there is a hegemonic single monster or evil that is
imposed on all mankind, and the solution is simply to kill it.
One commonality among these and other authors that
gravitate (at least rhetorically) towards the notion that the existence
of the virus is evidence of the existence of a hegemonic single system
Change and Inequity” Usnews.com.
https://www.usnews.com/news/healthiest-communities/articles/2020-0401/why-we-cant-ignore-the-link-between-coronavirus-climate-change-andinequity
https://siyada.org/siyada-board/statements/statement-by-the-regionalsecretariat-coronavirus-pandemic-in-the-shadow-of-caCpitalist-exploitation-andimperialist-domination-of-people-andnature/?fbclid=IwAR2E8nIeE0vxe0fFFBv7pek_Q_wihORiGH0lEaod44zhJQ6JIF_
GmbXF090
17 ibid.
18

The statement says “This global health crisis and its repercussions are only one
facet of the capitalist exploitation and the imperialist domination of peoples and
nature” “Every crisis is an opportunity, and the capitalist-imperialist system –
together with our despotic and comprador elites – will seek to renew itself by other
means through dispossessing people of their wealth.” ibid.
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is that they always present some large and coherent historical
narrative of it (a genealogy). In the case of Neoliberalism, some trace
it back to the Reagan-Thatcher years and explain how we got here.
Others like Latin American philosopher Enrique Dussel think that this
is not far back enough. Dussel explains COVID-19 within a much
broader historical perspective than the above authors, who are all
centered on Neoliberalism. According to Dussel, capitalism is part of
a large history of humanity born in 1492, the European conquest and
modernity. “El yo europeo produjo una revolución científica en el siglo
XVII, una revolución tecnológica en el XVIII, habiendo desde el siglo
XVI inaugurado un sistema capitalista con una ideología moderna
eurocéntrica, colonial.”19
Modernity is a stage in history in which enormous scientific
and technological discoveries can be seen; creation of great civilizing
instruments until reaching the electronic age. Dussel acknowledges
the positive side of modernity, but the onset of COVID-19 has made
us aware of “una sistemática ceguera de los efectos negativos de sus
descubrimientos y sus continuas intervenciones en la naturaleza.”20
Modernity was inaugurated with the discovery of America and
includes ideas of our relation to nature as well as the creation of
capitalism.
There is much in Dussel’s account to agree with. It is
refreshing and appropriate to encourage us to take a much wider
perspective than those found in interpretations of our present crisis
that limit themselves to the political or the economical. I agree with
Dussel that the present crisis invites us to question certain inherited
modern dualisms and views of our relation to nature. However, I do

19

Dussel, Enrique, “Cuando la naturaleza jaquea la orgullosa modernidad”
Jornada.com
https://www.jornada.com.mx/2020/04/04/opinion/008a1pol?fbclid=IwAR0Wqd
8puMZLDzOt1U7e_V8yenln3ZZfsO2yDwGaklPQmqp3BfpOoeXW9jA
20 ibid.
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not see the empirical basis, nor the need, nor the value of, interpreting
the present crisis as part of a larger historical narrative where the
cause is something created in 1492 called “modernity” - that includes
technology, capitalism, and European domination. He says “Se trata
entonces de interpretar la presente epidemia como si fuera un
bumerán que la modernidad lanzó contra la naturaleza.”21
All of the above analyses of the present situation are well
intentioned and contain some truth. That the current health crisis
must be analysed and understood in a global context and that all the
evils mentioned are related, I have no doubt. I see however no need
to postulate, or even use the rhetoric of, the existence of a hegemonic
single structural sin that is pervasive and persistent across times and
contexts. Not even COVID-19 is the exact same virus across time and
contexts and with the same consequences.
While there is such a thing as a global economic system, there
are also differences between countries and places in their economies,
government, and health systems and practices. They make a difference
in how they handle a pandemic. Those of us with strong feelings
against capitalism in general, wish we could, at this stage of the
pandemic, be able to make the case for a necessary and absolute
correlation between countries that have capitalist economic systems
and the worst health outcomes. But can we? Maybe we will, but even
now there is some counter-evidence. For instance, the fatality rate of
Germany has been low. Why? Their particular circumstances are
different, and the factors that explain the difference are many. For
example, the average age of those initially infected was lower than
other countries, and they have done things differently for many
reasons that have nothing to do with the economic system. Is it the
particular historical circumstances? Their culture? Is it their general
trust of government? Their decision making process? A tradition to
21 ibid.
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have a robust public health care system? In theory and in abstraction,
all forms of capitalism may have the same structure and probable
consequences, but in practice they operate differently depending on
many factors that have to do with local circumstances.
Is there a way to be fully attentive to the historical and global
connections between injustices and COVID-19 without the need to
presuppose a tighter connection that might not be empirically
warranted? The alternative to isolating problems that are clearly
interconnected is not lumping all social problems into one.
A recent essay by Elizabeth Sawin, entitled “Why we cannot
ignore the link between COVID-19, climate change and inequity,”22 is
an example of the proper inquiry and analysis that is needed. Sawin
establishes the connections between the virus, climate change, and
racial and economic inequities without the danger of reductionism
and oversimplification. She does this while being critical of another
common tendency that we need to guard against moving forward in
inquiry about COVID-19: experts who isolate social global problems
that are actually interrelated. “While experts do essential work on
each of these problems within their own domains, there is little
evidence so far that leaders or key agencies are attacking these
problems together. If we continue to address these problems entirely
in isolation from one another, solutions to one problem could make
the others much worse.”23 I agree with Sawin and I am afraid the
emphasis on expertise in the academic world works against the sort of
inclusive community of inquiry that is needed best to address this
pandemic, one that should include different sciences and the
humanities.
It is because pandemics affect all aspects of life that many
expertise are needed and why it is a mistake to address the problem
22Sawin,

Elizabeth, “Why We Can't Ignore the Link Between COVID-19, Climate
Change and Inequity” Usnews.com.
23 ibid.
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from isolated disciplines and perspectives. Moving forward requires
a holistic and pluralistic approach that acknowledges the causal links
between our most serious problems, such as pandemics, social
injustices, neoliberalism, and global warming. How strong or weak are
these “links,'' and who should be included in the inquiries, will depend
on the particular context. However, we must avoid the temptation to
link or lump all problems into one. To be sure, some problems are
simple enough to be treated in isolation, others are so tightly
interconnected to other problems that we may ameliorate them all by
intervention on one of them. My sense is that a pandemic calls for
neither approach. To fight the pandemic we cannot ignore a plurality
of different but related problems related to our coexistence with other
organisms on the planet.
I agree with Sawin that the proper holistic and pluralistic
strategy should start at the local level forming communities of inquiry
that are inclusive. “[W] e must as soon as possible – in our cities, states
and nations – convene emergency task forces to tackle equity, the
pandemic and climate change as an integrated whole. These task
forces will need expertise in climate, clean energy, equity, public
health, epidemiology and people-centered economics. Each task force
should include an additional kind of expertise: the life experience of
those who are most impacted by inequity, climate change and COVID19. Those who live with the impacts of multiple problems often have
the most creative ideas about addressing them.”24
To be sure, to organize local Communities of Inquiry does not
mean that we do not need them at a national or global level. The
notion that cities and states can be separated have been put to question
by this pandemic.

The need for cooperation across man-made

boundaries have never been more obvious. However, the need for
local communities of inquiry is also paramount. Local knowledge is
24

ibid.
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needed for context sensitive inquiry about how national policies (e.g.,
testing and treatment) affect communities. Moreover, it empowers
the people against top-down remedies that may be manipulative and
narrow minded. We can also hope that local Communities of Inquiry
can function as an important resistance against neoliberal policies
simply because they will not be solely constituted or dominated by
people whose only concern is profit, but by people that care about the
well-being of their surroundings.
A holistic, pluralistic, and communal approach about how to
move forward after this pandemic should be critical of, and guard
against, global ideologies and political forces that will try to take
advantage of the people's vulnerability. That is not enough, however.
The holistic approach suggests a simplistic view that problems only
come from outside or above, and we are okay. This is an opportunity
to address changes in ourselves, our bodies and communities in all
aspects of living. The current crisis is an opportunity to question our
consumer and individualistic ways of life we have taken for granted.
It is not only the government that has to put people before profit. I
agree with Grace Lee Boggs that a revolution in our institutions goes
hand in hand with a needed revolution in the culture, in changes of
lifestyles and habits that minimize consumption and that promote
communal health. The alternative to the lifestyle that is prevalent in
western countries, which is predicated on the perpetual growth of
consumerism, is more decentralized and requires a shift from a
globalized and even national economic model to a more localized
grass-roots economy.
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(4) COVID-19 has made us more aware of the following traits of reality:
(a) we are just one more organism in an environment (part of nature) (b)
life is uncertain and precarious (c) social interdependence is unavoidable.
This requires more humbleness, social responsibility, and a radical view of
democracy as a way of life with a more ecological perspective.
In “Epidemics and Society: From the Black Death to the Present,”
Frank M. Snowden says "Epidemics are a category of disease that seem
to hold up the mirror to human beings as to who we really are. That
is to say, they obviously have everything to do with our relationship
to our mortality, to death, to our lives.

They also reflect our

relationships with the environment—the built environment that we
create and the natural environment that responds. They show the
moral relationships that we have toward each other as people, and
we’re seeing that today."25
We live in a precarious and interdependent world, and no
amount of technological advancement or separation from nature or
others can protect anyone from the indirect consequences of
coexistence. Latin American philosopher Enrique Dussel and the
American philosopher John Dewey agree on this point. The first
pandemic in a century forcefully and sadly reminds us of our place in
the natural world.

For Dewey, humans are organisms in an

environment just like every other organism. All of our technological
advances cannot shield us from nature’s demands and vicissitudes.
According to Kurt Cobb, “that the world is ‘wildly unprepared’ for this
pandemic is in part a result of our belief the we are on a separate
journey from the rest of the natural world, headed toward a perfected
existence in which nature obeys all of our commands and bothers us
25 Interview with Frank Snowden in “How Pandemics Change History” by Isaac

Chotiner. The New Yorker. March 3, 2020 chttps://www.newyorker.com/news/qand-a/how-pandemics-change-history
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not at all. Why prepare for something that is merely a product of
nature? We have the technology to overcome it, don’t we? There
must be a pill, right? Actually, wrong.”26
Technology is part of nature.

Nature is not something

external to us and subjected to our control. The alternative to these
dualisms is that we are all in the integral, processive whole referred to
by some Latin American and American philosophies (especially
indigenous ones across the Americas) as “la vida” or “nature” broadly
conceived; and within it there is a symbiotic or organic relation
between its organisms and forces. We are in nature, and as deadly as
this virus is, it is part of the larger ecosystem that we are in and have
affected. This is why the effects of global warming can be interpreted
as messages sent to us by other parts of nature. Arturo Massol has
made the same point in regard to our current COVID-19 crisis "we
should learn from the message that the planet has sent us.”27
Therefore, while there is much talk today about COVID-19 as the
“enemy”, it is not an “other” divorced from humanity.
Our entire way of life has been dramatically disrupted
worldwide.

Many desperately seek a vaccine, and we should.

However, after we find a cure, will we return to our old ways of living
and coexisting in nature? Will we learn any lessons and will there be
any change in our everyday habits? Can we seek better ways to colive with the world of microorganisms we inhabit? “The very way in
which we live—constantly pressing on the edge of wilderness to
26

Cobb, Kurt, “Coronavirus reminds us we are organisms in an environment,”
Resilience.org.
https://www.resilience.org/stories/2020-03-08/coronavirus-reminds-us-we-areorganisms-in-an-environment/
27 My own translation from interview with Arturo Massol in Puerto Rico’s TV
station Telemundo (March 29, 2020)
https://www.telemundopr.com/noticias/puerto-rico/merman-los-niveles-decontaminacion-en-el-aire-a-causa-del-distanciamiento-social-a-nivelglobal/2064293/?fbclid=IwAR3N1g7tGyRT-Ub0STZaHdhpJF9VNVrH6QSxD7PGawexpC2zeGFXjOA6Hk
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develop it and exploit it—puts humans potentially in contact with
millions of viruses from which will come the next pandemic.”28
I agree with Dussel that the present crisis calls for rethinking
our relation with nature. “If we continue with competitive
individualism…. [and exploitation of nature] humanity commits
suicide. The other alternative is let’s start taking life as a criterion of
development, economy and humanism.”29 COVID-19 is an
opportunity to learn from our mistakes or human arrogance and adopt
a certain respect and affirmation of “la vida” in its integrity,
understanding that this requires a more ecological perspective.
Mexican philosopher Luis Villoro, inspired in part by ideas
from indigenous communities, sought alternatives to the doctrines
defended by both Right and even Left ideologies that assumed the
economy should grow without restraint and without concern for the
environment. In "On the consumer society" (April 11, 1973) he says
that liberation of the people “does not consist in reaching the
consumer society but in ending it. They will have to project different
models of society for the future: egalitarian societies, which are not
aimed at creating superfluous needs and realizing the purchasing
desire of a minority, but at satisfying the basic needs, both material
and spiritual, of all.”30 Villoro was convinced that the exploitation of
nature could not continue at the same rate.
For Villoro and Dewey, the narrow Western notion of
democracy as a political representative system has failed us, and that
failure needs to be questioned. Instead, democracy should be “radical”
28

Cobb, Kurt, “Coronavirus reminds us we are organisms in an environment,”
Resilience.org.
29 Dussel, Enrique, “if-humanity-does-not-change-its-goals-it-will-commitsuicide,” Explica.co.
https://www.explica.co/if-humanity-does-not-change-its-goals-it-will-commitsuicide-dussel/
30 “El socialismo ecologista de Luis Villoro,” Razon.com.
https://www.razon.com.mx/opinion/el-socialismo-ecologista-de-luis-villoro/
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in the sense that it requires changes in all institutions (economic,
health), but also a change of our ways of interacting with others in
nature (acquiring an ecological consciousness). Western views of
democracy replaced hierarchical views with democratic visions that
rest on an atomistic individualism that absolutizes every human
individual (as having “rights”) and that sets humans apart from other
animals in nature; and therefore justifies exploitation. For Dewey, by
contrast, the foundations of democratic respect are a certain way of
experiencing everything--and not an exclusive and abstract regard for
human rights or justice that is independent of nature. For the truly
democratic character, “every existence deserving the name of
existence has something unique and irreplaceable about it…each
speaks for itself and demands consideration on its own behalf” it “must
be reckoned with on its own account.”31 This is the sort of natural
piety that Dewey hoped for as a consequence of abolishing hierarchical
ways of looking at the world.
An aspect of “la vida” or “nature” that was exposed by COVID19 is the reality of uncertainty and risk. In this time of uncertainty
caused by the threat of illness, not only are governments making
difficult decisions, but all of us are making daily decisions regarding
how much risk is worth taking. I am reminded of William James in
the "The Will to Believe", warning everyone that risk is what life is
about, that there is no "safe place" or certainty. However, this becomes
more obvious when issues seem "intellectually undecidable" and a lot
is at stake. The only decision is what risk you are willing to take (as
there will be losses one way or another) and are you ready to take the
responsibility.
COVID-19

has

made

us

particularly

aware

that

precariousness, sickness, and death are an integral part of “la vida”
31 John Dewey The Middle Works, Vol 11, 1918-1919, “Philosophy and

Democracy”, ed. Jo Ann Boydston (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press,
1982) 51-52.
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(reality). The denial of these as traits of reality and the responsibilities
this may entail, helps no one. Dewey warned us about this human
tendency:
Our magical safeguard against the uncertain character of the
world is to deny the existence of chance, to mumble universal
and necessary law, the ubiquity of cause and effect, the
uniformity of nature, universal progress, and the inherent
rationality of the universe. …Through science we have secured
a degree of power of prediction and of control; through tools,
machinery and an accompanying technique we have made the
world more conformable to our needs, a more secure abode.
We have heaped up riches and means of comfort between
ourselves and the risks of the world. We have professionalized
amusement as an agency of escape and forgetfulness. But
when all is said and done, the fundamentally hazardous
character of the world is not seriously modified, much less
eliminated.32
For Dewey reality (i.e., life) is an “inextricable mixture of
stability and uncertainty” where the “precarious” including sickness
and death are unavoidable. This does not mean that the proper
response is pessimism or passive resignation. For reality (living) is
also more or less responsive to our actions and we have a
responsibility. The fact that we are all vulnerable, fallible, and with
limitations can be the grounds for a faith in collective intelligence as
the better way to ameliorate the precarious and our must serious
shared problems. This faith requires acceptance of evil and of our
limitations. Therefore, some humbleness.

32 John Dewey The Later Works of John DeweyVol 1: 1925, Experience and Nature,

ed. Jo Ann Boydston (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1981), 45.
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To be sure, the alternative to denial and human arrogance is
not to romanticize pandemics, injustices and death. We must “fight”
against them, but these are events that make us aware of the
limitations of the hierarchies and protections from the precarious we
have socially created and institutionalized. I am not naïve. Pandemics
are an opportunity to be more arrogant, and authoritarian that we
were before, but they are also an opportunity to recognize the
vulnerability of everyone and the need for community bonding and
cooperation.
In other words, there is a certain equalizing effect that
injustices, sickness, and death can have. These events can be therefore
opportunities for a communal bond in the face of the precariousness
in life. This affirmation of community is based on an affirmation of
life expressed often as “whatever our differences we are all in the same
boat”. This possibility was expressed recently by Farhad Manjoo in
the New York Times, right after the pandemic’s first week in the USA.
"There may be a silver lining here: What if the virus forces Americans
and their elected representatives to recognize the strength of a
collectivist ethos? The coronavirus, in fact, offers something like a
preview of many of the threats we might face from the worst effects
of climate change. Because the virus is coldly indiscriminate and
nearly inescapable, it leaves us all, rich and poor, in the same boat: The
only way any of us is truly protected is if the least among us is
protected."33
For John Dewey the experience of the precarious is key to a
well-grounded faith in democracy as a way of life; it even had religious
significance. "Whether or not we are, save in some metaphorical

33

Manjoo, Farhad, “Republicans Want Medicare for All, but Just for This One
Disease” NYTimes.com
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/11/opinion/coronavirussocialism.html?fbclid=IwAR0Y4c7RFPN2F0lmiy36l3x5yMTbiNRBAlreBnE4hx6I
OZA-LOd7MuN4XaE
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sense, all brothers, we are at least all in the same boat traversing the
same turbulent ocean. The potential religious significance of this fact
is infinite."34 To be clear, that we are “all in the same boat” in the sense
of “traversing the same turbulent ocean” does not mean that we are all
equally affected by a pandemic. This is not an excuse to neglect the
injustices to the most vulnerable, but it does get rid of some myths and
open possibilities not appreciated before. It undermines the quest of
many elites for absolute safety, protectionism, isolation from “others”.
John Ackerman said it best when he described what many in the upper
classes must be experiencing right now:
The real panic surrounding coronavirus [that we are
witnessing] is fundamentally a fear of equality, a hysteria of
the privileged who now face the stringent equality of nature's
regard. Global elites have suddenly had to confront the hard
truth that their walls, their cages, their armies, their
bodyguards, their private schools, and their shopping malls,
have failed to establish that desired and reliable hermetic
separation between global North and South, between the
'good' and the 'bad,' the 'clean' and the 'dirty,' between the rich
and the poor, between those who are 'white' and those who
are 'dark'.35
The

pandemic

reveals

that

sickness

and

social

interdependence is real and unavoidable. It seriously questions the
recent ideologies in the world by politicians towards protectionisms,

34 John Dewey The Later Works of John DeweyVol 9: 1933-1934, A Common Faith,

ed. Jo Ann Boydston (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1986), 56.
35 John Ackerman “Un virus democratico” in Revistas Juridicas2020, translation by
Julio
Covarrubias,
https://revistas.juridicas.unam.mx/index.php/hechos-yderechos/article/view/14528/15640?fbclid=IwAR21IkeCDOjRAJ3r1S6smujPR4v
oFyu2B1wDBC00Z6uJHHIiw733kXn5jWE

Dewey Studies

Vol 4 · No 1 · 2020

156

Gregory Fernando Pappas

building walls, putting their country first in an exclusive way. The
virus may force the necessity of cooperation at a time when there has
been a movement towards every country to themselves. To be sure,
many will probably use the pandemic to build even bigger walls, but
others will learn from this crisis the need to embrace interdependence
in a more collaborative or democratic way. In the words of Martin
Luther King, “We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality,
tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly,
affects all indirectly.”36
We should care for the poor, the working class, and racial or
ethnic minority groups because they are disproportionately impacted
by COVID-19. If this appeal to some sense of justice is not sufficient,
pandemics offer good self-interested reasons for the privileged and
elite to take care of the worst in society. They should care and search
for data according to class, race, and ethnicity because these groups are
not only the majority in some cities and countries, but they are usually
part of the labor force needed to take care of everyone. Without the
data and enough tests you will not know where the virus is located.
However, this sort of self-interested reasoning is not the best we can
hope for in democracy as a moral ideal way of life. We should also
take care of them more because it is in the interest of the entire
community, society, and the globe.
If American philosophers Martin Luther King and Jane
Addams were around today, they would encourage us to take this
opportunity to test our ethics and our claims to live in a genuine
democracy and move beyond individualism and self-interest
reasoning. They would argue that what the crisis demands of us is to
question these ideas (implicit in an economic system predicated on this
narrow reasoning and pecuniary values) and would be encouraging all

36 King, Martin Luther, “Letter From a Birmingham Jail,” 1963.
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of us, in order to defeat this virus, to work together by extending our
imaginative sympathetic understanding beyond our immediate circle
of family and friends.
The virus has been a test of what Addams called our “social
ethics,” and challenges our narrow political notions of democracy. She
argued that each generation has to face a social crisis that is a big “test”
of its moral commitments, in particular, and how far can they extend
their “sympathetic understanding” of “others'' and corresponding
moral obligations. “[E]ach generation has its own test, the
contemporaneous and current standard by which alone it can
adequately judge of its own moral achievements. The test which they
would apply to their conduct is a social test. They fail to be content
with the fulfilment of their family and personal obligations and find
themselves striving to respond to a new demand involving a social
obligation.”37
The virus exposes our individualism. We become aware of
how “much of the insensibility and hardness of the world is due to the
lack of imagination which prevents a realization of the experiences of
other people.”38 The lack of empathy of our present president is a
mirror of what we have become as a society.
Addams’ words resonate today: “To attain individual morality
in an age demanding social morality, to pride one's self on the results
of personal effort when the time demands social adjustment, is utterly
to fail to apprehend the situation.”39 Our representative and political
views of democracy (Liberalism) need to be replaced by a more
communal and moral notion. One in which “the identification with
the common lot which is the essential idea of Democracy becomes the

37 Jane Addams, Democracy and Social Ethics (Champaign, IL; University of Illinois

Press, 2002), 8.
38 Ibid.
39 Ibid. 6
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source and expression of social ethics.”40 This hope is not any different
than the one expressed recently by Noam Chomsky, who said that a
"democracy (informed public involved and in more control of their
fate) ...recreating social bonds...is the one hope we have to overcoming
the crisis"41
(5) COVID-19 has made us aware of the need for the sort of grass roots
communal solidarity required for a more robust view of democracy.
COVID-19 has called for citizens to change their habits and make
some sacrifices. Many will do this out of self-interest (“I do not want
to get infected”) others as a result of an externally imposed law to stay
home by a government. These are both non-democratic motives and
means for democratic ends. In a democratic community citizen
sacrifices (like “social distancing”) are accepted because there is no
sharp boundary between individual or personal good and that of the
larger community. While no one lives in such an ideal democratic
society, not moving in that direction has consequences. As sociologist
Eric Klinenberg argues, social solidarity, or the interdependence
between individuals and across groups is “an essential tool for
combating infectious diseases and other collective threats. Solidarity
motivates us to promote public health, not just our own personal
security. It keeps us from hoarding medicine, toughing out a cold in
the workplace or sending a sick child to school. It compels us to let a
ship of stranded people dock in our safe harbors, to knock on our older
neighbor’s door." "Social solidarity leads to policies that benefit public
well-being, even if it costs some individuals more."42
40 . Ibid 9
41

Chomsky, Noam, “Noam Chomsky: Coronavirus - what is at stake? | DiEM25
TV” Youtube.com. Interview.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tN3In2rLI4&feature=share&fbclid=IwAR0cXgnpC4M6bt7_fQNJoTXDyL5GwStH
PYtRd7qtRHIatWEl3l9tBp_dnyw
42Klinenberg, Eric, “We Need Social Solidarity, Not Just Social Distancing”
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We live in a country mired in a mythos of individualism and
this collides with a pandemic that demands social solidarity and
collective sacrifice. Some are skeptical that we can meet this challenge
or “test” (in the above sense by Addams) "It’s an open question whether
Americans have enough social solidarity to stave off the worst
possibilities of the coronavirus pandemic. There’s ample reason to be
skeptical."43 What is the state of our moral relationships with the
environment and others?
One of the lessons that Grace Lee Boggs learned in the many
crises she witnessed in Detroit was that in such events the people
learned “the only way to survive is by taking care of one another, by
recreating our relationships to one another, that we have created a
society, over the last period, in particular, where each of us is pursuing
self-interest. We have devolved as human beings.”44
The people in Puerto Rico learned a similar lesson from the
destruction wrought by hurricane Maria. According to María A.
Cintrón Ríos, “Hurricane Maria made us wake up and aware of our
reality as the people ... we learned the hard way to perseverate and the
value of communal organization.”45 Maria took the crisis as validation
of some of the ideas of Puerto Rican philosopher Eugenio Maria de
Hostos. “The Hostonian philosophy grounded on practical wisdom
teaches us to focus our intelligence towards the common good.”46 One
concept of Hostos that has helped communities in Puerto Rico is
NYTimes.com.
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/14/opinion/coronavirus-socialdistancing.html
43 Klinenberg, Eric, “We Need Social Solidarity, Not Just Social Distancing”
NYTimes.com.
44 Boggs, Grace Lee, “Detroit Activist, Philosopher Grace Lee Boggs: “The Only
Way to Survive Is by Taking Care of One Another,” Democracynow.org
https://www.democracynow.org/2010/4/2/grace_lee_boggs
45 Ríos, María A. Cintrón, “Ostos sin H y Hostos con H,” 80Grados.net
https://www.80grados.net/ostos-sin-h-y-hostos-con-h/
46 Ibid.
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“poder social”. This is the capacity of a local community to empower
itself and make changes (ameliorate particular injustices) by trying
creative ways to reduce dependency. This seems relevant to the
current pandemic. COVID-19 has exposed the value and need of
grass-roots democratic efforts by local communities and institutions
to ameliorate the lives of many instead of relying solely on top down
solutions. The virus has exposed, in different parts of the world, the
inefficiency and irresponsibility on the parts of politicians and the
large national institutions that we have depended on to take care of
the people. The response in many places has been something that is
needed not just in the time of a crisis: grass-roots democratic efforts
by local communities and institutions to ameliorate the lives of many.
For example, distribution of food and creation of inexpensive
ventilators.47
(6) COVID-19 has made us aware of the need for serious reconstruction at
all levels, of our institutions, conditions, relationships, “souls”, and values.
In other words, the sort of “revolution” of values sought by Grace Lee Boggs
that goes beyond Left/Right politics including a better holistic
understanding of “health” as a social value. We need more inquiry about
causes and concern for the proper environmental and social conditions for
health instead of a quick fix. For instance, beyond creating a “cure” (like
creating a vaccine) the issues of accessibility and prevention for all need to
be addressed.
The most critical factor for dealing with this and future pandemics is
to make a rapid transition from our current profit-oriented Health
Care industry towards a people-oriented Health Care system.
However, there is also a need to rethink our understanding of “health”,
its nature and conditions as well as what is required to maintain it as

47 Brown, Joshua E., “Vermont Team Invents Emergency Ventilator” UVM.edu.

https://www.uvm.edu/uvmnews/news/vermont-team-invents-emergencyventilator?fbclid=IwAR2TCnTWYTfvYGy7iJgz-_8DqTwNX1zC9UQ8Uffmzl84PmX8ntUqsdWBv8#.XoetW1yLDRk.facebook
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a social good.
Philosopher Grace Lee Boggs has been critical of politicians in
the USA from both the Left and the Right for having debates about
health and education “confined to narrow parameters. Too often we
regard health care and education as commodities, and we remain
complicit

as

our

elected

representatives

reduce

us

to

consumers.” However, “we need nothing less than a paradigm shift of
health as a value.” “Our circular debates in the United States about our
mounting social crises illustrate the need for a paradigm shift.
Millions of Americans, out of concern for their own families or for
others less fortunate, are worried about our failing health and
education systems. Thus we have been locked in a titanic battle
between the Left and the Right over the proper role of government
and the redistribution of resources from the haves to the have-nots.
“We forgo an opportunity to debate and discuss real solutions to the
crises at hand. Instead of focusing directly on the issue of health care,
our political discourse centers on health insurance programs that have
more to do with feeding the already monstrous medical industrial
complex than with our physical, mental, and spiritual health.”48
For Boggs health should be conceived as a social-publiccommunal good and not an individual commodity that we purchase
through insurance companies, nor something given by a government.
Of course, the need to reform our health system at a national level is
necessary, but we also need a reorientation of health as local good that
we all contribute to in our communities. For Boggs:
Our challenge in the 21st century is to engage our children
from K-12 in problem solving and community building
activities … to become participants in caring for their own

48 Boggs, The Next American Revolution 2012, p.77-78
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health, and that of their families and communities.49
Our notions of health must also become more holistic,
preventive and ecological. We need more inquiry about causes and
concern for the proper environmental and social conditions for Health
instead of a quick fix. For instance, beyond creating a “cure” (like
creating a vaccine) the issues of accessibility and prevention for all
need to be addressed. John Dewey’s response in 1923 to attempts to
find a “cure” to the influenza pandemic is worth quoting at length:50
The world has always been more or less a sick world. The isles
of harmony and health with which we dot the map of human
history are largely constructions of the imagination. But it
may be doubted if the consciousness of sickness was so
widespread as it is today. A cured body is in no way the same
thing as a healthy, vitally growing mind or body, any more
than winning a lawsuit is the same thing as cooperative social
relationships…cure is a negative idea: health a positive one.
The interest in cures and salvations is evidence of how sick the
world is.; it is also evidence of its unwillingness to deal with
the causes of its sickness; its preoccupation with symptoms
and effects. A cure may reduce, suppress or transfer an effect;
it does not touch the cause. Or if it does, it is something more
than a cure. It is re-education: it is restoration of an organism
which manifest symptoms of health because it is rightly
constructed.51

49

Grace Lee Boggs, The Next American Revolution, 78

50 Dewey in particular criticizes Coueism, a popular method

of psychotherapy and self-improvement based on optimistic autosuggestion.
John Dewey The Middle Works, Vol 15, 1923-1924, “A Sick World”, ed. Jo
Ann Boydston (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1988), 43.
51
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Health, cure and illness are related notions. There is
something about a pandemic that questions the most common notions
in our health system. In “Ten Premises for A Pandemic,” Ian Alan Paul
writes, “[T]he pandemic doesn’t simply happen to us…but is instead
something we partake in. A pandemic is a social relation between
people.”52 A pandemic makes obvious what is true of all medical
illness, while it is a condition that affects a particular body it cannot be
divorced from a complex web of relations including a social
environment; and this means that there many diseases that require
looking for causes in that environment and not quick fixes that target
the biological state of the body. Pandemics are things that affect our
immune systems but these vary among people and groups depending
on different social circumstances.

One need not disregard the

important role of personal responsibility in regard to one's health to
acknowledge that our immune system depends in part on the
environment. That includes social economic injustices and structural
causes, such as lack of access to a healthy diet, or just growing up in a
violent-chaotic-fearful neighborhood.
To deal intelligently and democratically with pandemics
requires “health” understood as including the minimal necessary
conditions by which all bodies can hold up to pandemics and remain
strong. This requires inquiry into these environmental causes and
preventive measures instead of waiting for illness to occur and find
some cure. As Kurt Cobb says, “if we continue to think of health as
the absence of illness, of illness as something that is prevented by a pill
or a shot—and if not ultimately prevented, treated by a pill or a shot—
we humans won’t make the necessary changes as a global society to
better withstand more frequent pandemics.” “Robust health, not
techno-fixes, is the best way to confront the biological perils of the
natural world in which we participate. Such a focus would, however,
52

Ibid.
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take a complete rethinking of who we humans are, namely, organisms
in an environment. Will the coronavirus awaken any more of us to
this fact?”53
The way to procure health is not in an ad hoc fashion and
trying to find quick fix “cures” of illnesses as they come. We need to
work on maintaining the conditions for prevention, the same with
justice. In both it has something to do with focusing on healthy
relationships with ourselves and the environment.

53

Cobb, Kurt, “Coronavirus reminds us we are organisms in an environment,”
Resilience.org.
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or those who pay attention to American history, the twin
crises of the coronavirus pandemic and racism in the form of
anti-Black violence by police should sound familiar notes.

While COVID-19 is a new disease, the death and suffering wrought
by pandemics in the Americas, from smallpox in the 16th century to
COVID-19, is well-established. That these negative consequences
have disproportionately fallen upon Native and Black people is equally
well-established. Similarly, the police and extra-judicial killings of
George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and Ahmaud Arbery, echoing the
earlier police killings of Eric Garner, Tamir Rice, Atatiana Jefferson,
and Philando Castile among many others, resonate with centuries of
anti-Black and anti-Indigneous violence perpetrated on this
continent.
Disease and Racism are Connected
The two crises of disease and racism have long been interconnected.
The received story of the conquest of the Americas attributes the
success of the European invaders to the diseases they brought. What
is often called the “virgin soil hypothesis” claims that Native
Americans had little or no resistance to European diseases, thereby
excusing the invaders by blaming the immune systems of Indigenous
people. In order to account for the differences between these
susceptible natives and the settlers, hierarchies of race emerged that
could rationalize the actions of the settlers against those “lesser”
peoples, both those dispossessed of their lands and those enslaved to
them after the removal.
Recent scholarship, however, has pointed out that Native
disease resistance was often no different from the disease resistance of
Europeans. The displacement and destruction of Native peoples and
cultures, driven by hunger for Native lands and justified by
rationalizations of racial hierarchy, were what contributed to
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conditions that made diseases harder for Indigenous peoples to fight
(Cameron, et. al., 2015). Racism magnified disease; disease reinforced
racism.
From this perspective, disease and race were instruments of
what is now called settler colonialism, the process of colonization that
aims to take possession of land and eliminate its original inhabitants,
human and otherwise (Wolfe, 2006). The colonial practices of the
United Kingdom in India, of France, Germany, Belgium and the UK
in Africa, and of Spain and Portugal in South and Central America,
sought to extract the wealth of colonized lands and return it to home
countries. Colonizers in North America, Australia and New Zealand,
by contrast, sought to stay and build new nations: democratic
republics established upon a commitment to the liberty and autonomy
of individuals. In what became the United States, this entailed
commitments to eliminating Native people and building an economy
on the work of enslaved people.
Whether the COVID-19 pandemic and the protest movement
re-energized in the aftermath of George Floyd’s murder are to be crises
in the full sense of “turning points” or moments of “decisive change”
(OED) is yet to be determined. The efficacy of disease and racism in
maintaining the settler colonial system still in place in the United
States to this day suggests that efforts to bring change within that
structure, however well-intentioned, will only re-entrench the
suffering and death they seek to ameliorate.
The Creed of the Founders, or the Wisdom of the Native
Peoples?
Philosophers, educators, and policy makers who believe that
reasserting the founding principles of the United States in this
moment as a framework for change may be making a critical mistake.
It is, after all, this same framework that has served as the ideological
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lodestar in this country, even as political, environmental, and trade
policies opened the world to novel diseases and ensured that their
impact would be felt by those at the bottom of the hierarchy of peoples
and power. In light of this, it is perhaps time to look elsewhere for
more effective tools of resistance.
Perhaps, as Luther Standing Bear (Oglala Sioux) wrote in his
1933 memoir, “it is now time for a destructive order to be reversed. …
[I]n denying the Indian his ancestral rights and heritage the white race
is but robbing itself. But America can be revived, rejuvenated, by
recognizing a native school of thought.” (1978, 255).
Indigenous Americans have resisted and survived. Elizabeth
Cook-Lynn, a citizen of the Crow Creek Sioux Tribe, writes “[T]he
survival of indigenous peoples everywhere, not just here in my
homelands, but everywhere in the world, has been nothing if not
miraculous. In the face of efficient colonial land theft, which has made
us poor, the environmental wastelands caused by virulent economic
interests, the attempted ecocide, deicide, and genocide brought about
by the failure of one federal policy after another toward our peoples,
we continue to say, anpetu wi, the sun, lives forever. … Every day,
every glimpse of the sun reminds us of who we are and to whom we
are related” (1996, 142).
The key to this survival has been a particular kind of
resistance. In his book, Our History is the Future, Nick Estes, citizen of
the Lower Brule Sioux Tribe, writes, “Ancestors of Indigenous
resistance didn’t merely fight against settler colonialism; they fought
for Indigenous life and just relations with human and nonhuman
relatives, and with the earth” (2019, 248). Settler colonialism and its
consequences are, as Patrick Wolfe concluded, “a structure not an
event” (2006, 388). Likewise, Estes continues, “Indigenous resistance
is not a one-time event. It continually asks: What proliferates in the
absence of empire? Thus, it defines freedom not as the absence of
settler colonialism, but as the amplified presence of Indigenous life”
Dewey Studies
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(2019, 248).
What is “Indigenous life”? In part it is the recognition that the
shared world of native and non-native peoples is a relational world
where all its members—human and otherwise—are related and
interdependent where the central relation is a matter of place. Glen
Coulthard (Yellowknives Dene) writes in Red Skin White Masks, “Place
is a way of knowing, of experiencing and relating to the world and
with others; and sometimes these relations, practices and forms of
knowledge guide forms of resistance against other rationalizations of
the world that threaten to erase or destroy our senses of place” (2014,
60). In the context of place, Leanne Betasamosake Simpson (Michi
Saagiig Nishnaabeg) holds that the central practice is “reciprocal
recognition,” “a process of seeing another being’s core essence [as] a
series of relationships,” a practice that is “continual, and a way of
generating society” (2017, 185).
Indigenous life takes place in a moral universe (Deloria, 1999)
framed by what Coulthard calls “grounded normativity,” that is,
normativity framed by places. “Ethically,” in his tradition, “this meant
that humans held certain obligations to the land, animals, plants, and
lakes in much the same way that we hold obligations to other people.
And if these obligations were met, then the land, animals, plants, and
lakes would reciprocate and meet their obligations to humans, thus
ensuring survival and well-being of all over time” (2014, 61). The
response to settler colonialism and its crises—pandemics and racism—
would be a “placed” response involving the recognition of obligations
and relations. COVID-19, for example, was transmitted from animals
to humans in a “wet-market” or some other similar venue where the
relation of certain animals to humans was ignored (Maron 2020,
Shereen, et. al., 2020). Similarly, hierarchies imposed by systems of
race begin by ignoring reciprocity and mutual obligation of humans
to other humans.
One might argue in response that indigenous resistance, in the
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end, is no more than an assertion of the value of a particular cultural
group. As such, does it not follow the same logic of the resistance
carried out by people who refuse to wear face coverings despite health
benefits to others, or those who rally to the Confederate battle flag in
the face of Black Lives Matter protests? Are these groups not enacting
their own form of “indigenous resistance,” against which we are forced
back to the affirmation of liberal democratic principles?
The comparison of the anti-maskers and neo-confederates to
indigenous peoples is not apt. It is predicated on the idea that advocacy
for a “culture” is what is essential to both forms of resistance. But, as is
apparent in Estes’s account, Indigenous resistance involves advocating
for a way of life that acknowledges the agency of non-human beings
and the centrality of reciprocal relations with others (including
particular lands). Consequently, Indigenous resistance advocates for a
view that recognizes and preserves differences as a condition of
ongoing existence. Those who refuse face coverings and latter-day
Confederates may appear to be advocates for a distinctive culture
among others, but they are not, committed instead to a world of
individual autonomy and white supremacy. To reject wearing masks
as a political statement is the very opposite of recognizing one’s
obligations to others. And the legacy of the Confederacy, with its
commitment to states’ rights as first and foremost a means of
preserving the oppressive institution of race-based slavery, cannot be
fundamentally committed to genuine pluralism.
Indigenous peoples and their responses to settler colonialism
should be neither dismissed as “ineffective” nor romanticized but
engaged in order to collaboratively frame new responses to the twin
pandemics of COVID-19 and anti-Black racism. Indigenous
Americans have been speaking to the descendants of invaders for 500
years in an effort to save their own communities and find ways to
coexist. The practices and policies framed by imported AngloEuropean philosophies have failed to address the dual crises. If this
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moment is to be a true turning point, these failures should be
challenged not by employing “the master’s tools”—the long-standing
commitments of liberal democracy—but instead by abandoning the
liberal democratic project and taking up the tools that have sustained
Indigenous peoples in the Americas and around the world.
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W

e find ourselves facing a series of challenging
situations today, leading us into what Dewey might
call, “indeterminate situations.” Within those, we

struggle to figure how to move forward and we are pushed to take up
new inquiries and new actions. Let’s learn from our past and the many
challenges we face today as we explore not only the fundamental civic
question “what should we do?” in the present, but also the educational
question “what do we want to become?” in the future (Levine, 2016;
Dishon & Ben-Porath, 2018; UNESCO, 2020). Answering these
questions requires imagining how we can be different and better,
more just, more inclusive. But imagining is not a job best done alone;
rather, we should work with others in small publics to articulate
possibilities together and to try them out. As those who generate ideas
and inquiry into them with others, this work can be facilitated by
scholars, teachers, poets, activists, and more.
Part of doing and sustaining democracy requires taking up
these civic questions as we engage in hoping with others. Doing the
hard work of democracy is related to Dewey’s account of meliorism:
“the idea that at least there is a sufficient basis of goodness in life and
its conditions so that by thought and earnest effort we may constantly
make things better” (MW 9:294). Deweyan meliorism holds out for
better things ahead, but that future rests squarely on our shoulders and
it is our responsibility to take up the charge.
Experiments in Democracy
One way to revive democracy is to lead or participate in these inquiries
and experiments. Now is not the time to take to the sidelines. It
requires active participation in civil society, in politics, in education.
It requires forming and growing small publics around areas of key
concern, such as police brutality and racial inequities in the impact of
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COVID-19. Within those publics, we must identify and define those
problems—to name and frame them in ways that increase
understandings, build movements, and shift perspectives of others
(Knight Abowitz and Stitzlein, 2020). Supporting and nurturing the
fledgling publics we’ve witnessed taking shape in recent months
requires deep and ongoing collaboration and communication that
works to determine, solve, and implement solutions to problems
(Dewey, 1927). Ongoing deliberation and action in our schools and
scholarly circles, then, can sustain maturing publics by providing new
language and ideas to label shared experiences and bridge across
differences, and by adapting to meet and address new problems.
Democratic Hope
America has long been a country that has seen itself as a beacon of
hope, but too many Americans right now are struggling to hope; they
are exhausted, ill, frightened, angry, and worn down. Hope is a set of
democratic habits that disposes citizens toward imagination and
possibility, motivating them to act to improve their lives or those of
others (Stitzlein, 2020). As habits, hope is something that we can work
to cultivate and sustain, even in the midst of current struggles. This
can be done in our schools and in our civil society, thereby providing
a source and a sustenance for budding and weary citizens. In those
locations, we can build citizen agency, learn how to more effectively
engage in political dissent against present problems, and craft new
stories about more desirable futures. Habits of hope can be
reemployed well into the future, enabling us to reestablish democracy
anew as we encounter new struggles down the road. Hoping can move
us out of indeterminate situations.

Hoping also shapes how

democracy is understood, whether it is valued, and what many of its
principles and aims are. Teaching habits of hope and hoping together
can help us revive democracy in the months and years ahead.
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E

very intellectual who uses Twitter, I venture, knows the
temptation.
Scrolling through your feed, you find something that

makes you laugh out loud. Photoshopped pictures. An accusation that
may be a little too hasty but delivers a sharp blow to an enemy. An old
video of a politician doing something ridiculous. A call to defund
police that you may not really believe but conveys your anger about
recent instances of police brutality.
I am not talking, in this instance, of intellectuals sharing peerreviewed articles or news articles from reputable sources or reflections
based on their own area of expertise. I am talking about making or
sharing memes, satirical articles, blogs, or slogans meant to agitate
people rather than provoke thought per se. The issue is whether
intellectuals should give into the temptation and share something
meant to stir what David Hume called the “violent passions.” And the
answer is no. Intellectuals should not make or distribute propaganda.
Propaganda Works
We can learn from John Dewey’s change of mind about the role of
propaganda (Tschaepe 2019). Prior to the First World War, Dewey
appreciated the role of government propaganda in generating support
for kindergarten. Early in the war, Dewey thought that propaganda
could generate enthusiasm for the Wilsonian project of spreading
democracy around the world. As the casualties mounted and people
started to recognize British manipulation of American public opinion,
Dewey realized that he had fallen prey to propaganda. When he
traveled after the war, Dewey saw how Japan used propaganda to
control its population. Dewey’s late writings on inquiry may have been
motivated by a desire to inoculate democratic publics from the adverse
effects of propaganda.
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Propaganda works. Walter Lippmann, Dewey’s friend and
debating partner, knew this well as a result of his work on the
Committee on Public Information, the government agency
responsible for generating support for the First World War. More
recently, the Big Five Silicon Valley technology companies—
Microsoft, Apple, Facebook, Amazon, and Google—have nearlyunchecked power to influence what information people can access on
the Internet. Cambridge Analytica, a company that supported
Trump’s first presidential campaign and Brexit, is a master of using
big data to shape the messages that voters receive on their social media
feed. If you find a provocative meme of unknown origin, then there is
a good chance that it was made in another country to stir up
antagonisms in the United States (Shaw 2018).
The Dangers of Propaganda
The appeal of sharing propaganda is obvious. It taps into the viscera.
It can make you laugh, but it almost always makes you angry. When
people are angry, they yell at politicians or companies, which often
enough leads them to change their behavior. Companies have been
instituting zero-tolerance policies on racism that may have led to the
firing of an individual who unwittingly made a white supremacist sign
caught on camera (Mounk 2020). You can understand why companies
are taking this action: people do not want to face the angry mob for
supposedly employing racists.
The problem is that propaganda does not make you smarter or
more thoughtful. It does not inculcate a habit of mind in which you
hear multiple perspectives, and reflect a bit, before deciding on a
course of action. It’s addictive; people are always on the lookout for
the next story to rouse the Furies. People fall out of the habit of
reading, writing, and thinking. Propaganda makes people feel like they
are doing politics at the same time as they are losing the skills and
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disposition to be democratic citizens. People are forgetting how to
listen to people who disagree with them (Garrison 1996).
When intellectuals share propaganda, they may win a shortterm victory at the same time as they are contributing to the
corruption of the public sphere. If intellectuals smear their opponents,
then they lessen the chance that they may eventually become friends
with them. They also contribute to a politics of smearing, where
political campaigns focus on skeletons in the closet rather than serious
issues. Intellectuals who share propaganda should not be surprised
when the vengeful crowd turns on them.
As Dewey grew to appreciate, intellectuals need to
consistently take the high road if they want to support the formation
of a democratic public.
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T

he experience of social isolation in response to COVID-19,
renewed daily evidence of presidential abuse of powers, of
entrenched racism and state violence, as well as the

widespread public protesting of police violence, all now coalesce and
bear down on us, and on our philosophical practice. The image of
bearing-down seems right in both its intensity and ambiguity. While
the crisis bearing down on us might concentrate our efforts to
diagnose this moment, it could instead overwhelm our efforts, or it
could advance their birth into actionable forms.
Tools as Functioning Objects
John William Miller is a central figure in a book I’m writing on the
metamorphosis of idealism in the American philosophical tradition.
Miller had a theory about the way we use tools to touch off the ideas
that appear as givens in our lives. He called the class of tools that enable
conditioning scheme-works functioning objects. Every system, he
argued, however apparent or obvious, is made operative via
functioning

objects,

whose

symbolic,

meaning-conditioning

contributions tend to fade from notice in the using of them. As Martin
Heidegger also said of tools, we notice them when in crisis; when the
hammer breaks.
I’ve realized that Miller’s approach illuminates how liberal
systems are invoked by laws and policies, and how capitalism,
liberalism’s historical twin, is likewise constituted through laws
regulating how property is owned, how labor is sold, and how wealth
is held. Laws and policies are the tools (or functioning objects);
liberalism and capitalism are the conditioning frameworks activated
by tool-use. As Miller suggested, looking to the tools tends to reveal
that multiple instruments nestle into a shared application to mutually
support any ideal system, and that most anything can be used and
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discarded and used again as a viable functioning object.
Race as a Functioning Object
Examining how tools such as liberal-democratic laws work, we can
appreciate that in the actual history of the United States, they dovetail
with race. Race too has served as functioning object; an artifact that
allows us to distinguish, measure, compare, and organize
populations—in terms of their relationship or access to liberal law.1 As
a tool, racialization hooks into the functioning policies of liberalism.
A reading of racialization as functioning object, hidden in plain sight
by constant use, reveals that American society (among others)
depends on racialization to organize access to ostensibly liberal laws
and policies.
If this is true, then we will find that functioning tools such as
rights, instruments for wealth-management, protected avenues for
contesting unfair acts or illegal practices, and voting for and engaging
with elected officials, are supposed to be accessible universally, but in
practice are accessed along racialized divisions. None of this implies
that liberal universal principles are wrong. Instead, it tells us that they
aren’t even operationalized. The functioning objects at play are
projecting different conditioning frameworks than those anticipated
by our politically-liberal ideal theory. Our tools reveal the actual world
we’ve found and founded with them. Crisis provides the test that
discloses our tools for what they’ve been to us—the hammer breaks
and we notice the project at hand.

1

Falguni Sheth identifies three dimensions within which race functions as a
technology for dividing, subduing, and reorganizing populations, and for rendering
them more and less vulnerable legally. Falguni A. Sheth, Toward a Political Philosophy
of Race (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2009), p.38; 129-143.
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Liberal Tools?
If we consider the current protests as demanding attention to this
long-brewing crisis, then among the questions raised by protests are
these: can we use the tools of liberal-democratic free assembly and
speech? Can we use them to help repair our legal and criminal justice
systems?
Some probably counted on protests as a liberal-democratic
tool, which could help access a damaged but accessible liberaldemocratic system. Instead, policing that answers protests with
violence has responded: no. No, you do not actually have access to
these rights. Trumpism’s increased politicizing of criminal-justice also
responds: no. And the non-response to or defense of police violence
against protesters by legislators and citizens confirms: no. The no
signals that we are no longer operating liberal laws, if ever we were.
Some speech and some assembly by some citizens will be tolerated, but
our allegedly rightful actions are not protected systematically. Actions
such as free speech and assembly are not the articulation of universal
rights, but are privileges that may be rescinded. Whereas in the past,
access to ostensibly-universal liberal rights has been—and likely still
will be—maneuvered with the functioning object of race,
understanding racialization as a tool helps to lay bare the arbitrary,
relational character of any access to our allegedly liberal-democratic
system.
Similarly, the novel corona virus illuminates some of the ways
that superficially liberal democracy has further eroded under Trump,
and some of the ways that systemic racism plays out in access to
healthcare. But more to the point, the breakages occasioned by
COVID-19 reveal how our social systems were organized to begin
with: who had early access to information that could lead to financial
profit and mitigation of financial risk, who had immediate access to
testing, who can still depend upon safe home environments, optional
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work from home or relatively safe work environments, ready health
care and its financial coverage, enough scientific and political literacy
to parse expert recommendations, and who can successfully demand
these things when they are scarce.
Again, watching them at work, we see that our standard legal
and institutional instruments have not been engaged with liberal
democracy or democratically-geared capitalism, even if democratic
ideals have provided ideological cover, and even while access to
certain liberal mechanisms remains the privilege of in-groups.
New Times, New Tools
But what to do, now that the deepening crisis has drawn attention to
the undemocratic, non-liberal system at hand?
One needn’t give up on ideals named by historically cited terms
such as free speech, assembly, and press, or on the ideal institutions
embodied in electoral politics or universal suffrage, to recognize that the
tools we’ve been using to take their measure were not designed to do
so. Teaching, writing, and activism are several of the activities
through which we can still contribute to approaching these ideals and
rejecting their false appropriation, both in the subjects we study and
in the power dynamics we foster. I’ll close by identifying two
institutions that offer better tools for teachers, writers, and activists
working toward liberty and liberation.
1: Social democracy. We must unapologetically reclaim the
critique of capitalism and neoliberal doctrine. Despite the incredible
irony, Trumpism won support by declaring the wrongness of
commodity fetishism and alienated life.2 Condemning the social
2Tucker Carlson 1/2/2019:

https://www.foxnews.com/opinion/tucker-carlson-mitt-romney-supports-thestatus-quo-but-for-everyone-else-its-infuriating (accessed 7/4/2020);
Steve Bannon at Oxford Union 11/16/2018
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8AtOw-xyMo8 (accessed 7/4/2020).
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consequences of crony capitalism, Trump’s apologists even now decry
the rise of a political class devoted to the defense of capitalism’s elite.
As former Trump advisor Steve Bannon and Fox News anchor Tucker
Carlson have been saying, these very concepts are key elements of the
“revolutionary spirit which Trump rode to the White House.”
If Trump’s supporters don’t recognize the genealogy of these
criticisms, this is also a failure of Leftist initiatives—both to educate
and to resist the incursion of a capitalism it was supposed to regulate.
While the progressive Left has been busy distancing itself from
“Marxism,” the fundamentalist Right has redacted Marx’s name and
pushed a narrative about for-hire political actors collaborating to
support finance capital and the interests of its most privileged few.
Trumpism’s solutions to the problems causes by the “global capitalist
elite” are xenophobic and nationalist, but its identification of
capitalism’s destructiveness highlights how the critique of capitalism
was the Left’s to lose. Our failure to openly embrace a democraticsocialist assessment of capitalism and to produce political-economic
alternatives to turbo-capitalism has left the opening which Trumpism
exploits successfully.
2. Transitional Justice. To reclaim a genuinely Leftist handling
of capitalism and neoliberalism, we ought to be utilizing the tools of
transitional justice. The United States has not yet built the vehicles
necessary to deal with the abuses that have always distinguished our
justice system and our government. In our teaching, writing, and
activism, we have the opportunity to help facilitate a national
referendum on our history, on the mechanisms of private property
and financial markets, and on the devices of the criminal justice
system. Though truth and justice commissions on the South African
model may be instructive, our working groups must avoid assuming
that any privileged party holds special insight into how vulnerable
groups should deal with political power. An effective referendum
process will require tools of scholarship and discourse, as well as
Dewey Studies
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reparations programs and the criminal prosecution of violent
representatives of the state.
The vulnerability that Trumpism and COVID-19 exposes is
not new. What’s new is a sense of endangerment felt widely, including
by in-groups who’ve not before questioned the universality of liberal
law or their own relative safety. The dangers we face are real, as are
opportunities to illuminate their underpinnings.

Dewey Studies

Vol 4 · No 1 · 2020

WHAT WE HOLD IN
COMMON: FAILED
COMMUNICATIONS AND
FRUSTRATED
COMMUNITIES
WINSTON C. THOMPSON
The Ohio State University

Winston C. Thompson is Associate Professor of Philosophy of
Education at The Ohio State University. Thompson's scholarship
explores ethical/political dimensions of educational policy and
practice. His work on justice and the role of education in a pluralistic,
democratic society has appeared in Educational Theory, Philosophy of
Education, Teachers College Record, The Journal of Philosophy of Education,
Educational Philosophy and Theory, and Studies in Philosophy and
Education.

Volume 4 · Number 1 · 2020 · Pages 190-196

191

Winston C. Thompson

A

pproximately a century ago, John Dewey wrote that people
“live in a community in virtue of the things they have in
common and communication is the way they possess things

in common." (Dewey, 1916). This distilled statement in his
masterpiece of political philosophy, The Public and its Problems, is as
brief as it is powerful. More than this, it is as relevant now as it was at
the time of its writing.
We live in time marked by very public problems. That is, these
problems are significant partially due to their essential nature as
matters of abiding concern for the public(s) directly and indirectly
impacted by them. As such, Dewey’s analyses provide a pragmatic
framing of our current circumstances, offering a key to unlocking our
communal potential for a truly democratic form of public life with our
fellows.
In what follows, I focus on a public problem that has garnered
considerable attention at the midpoint of 2020. I wish to suggest that
Dewey offers clarity on the failings of the current moment, even as we
experience real progress towards more democratic communities.
The Killing of George Floyd
The May 25th 2020 killing of George Floyd during his encounter with
a quartet of officers from the Minneapolis Police Department seems
to have stimulated a worldwide call to action. This call has invigorated
widespread demonstrations in response to the patterns of
vulnerability to violence by state actors that has long been a feature of
the Black experience in the US (and elsewhere).1
The initial interaction was recorded by a witness on the scene

1 See European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (2018), Being Black in the EU:

Second European Union Minorities and Discrimination Survey,
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2019-being-black-in-theeu-summary_en.pdf
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and, as video circulated of former police officer Derek Chauvin
seemingly kneeling on Floyd’s neck for eight minutes and forty-six
seconds2, outrage and horror became motivation for a public
reckoning with racism in its multiple forms. It would seem that this
moment has communicated the depth of the problems of racial
mistreatment in our midst.
But, is it quite right to identify the killing as the cause of moral
outrage and action? Perhaps, it is more accurate to identify the video of
the killing as the source of mass moral motivation. Posed in this way,
one might appreciate the resultant public engagement with this
problem (itself a vital form of communication about the yawning
space between our cloistered realities and our collective ideals) while
also more critically pondering the communication that appears
necessary to have initiated the current mass movement against racism.
But first, lest I presume too much in my analyses, I wish to
consider two alternative candidates for having focused public
attention. Perhaps they, better than the asserted video, have
communicated the problem of racism in 2020?
A) The Killing. The killing itself seems an unlikely contender
for motivating global attention to racism. Indeed, one would be hardpressed to support the argument that the fact of the killing of George
Floyd has communicated a problem of racism to those who were
previously unmoved. Similar killings occur with shameful regularity
in the US; yet, these seem not to have mobilized a public. Is there any
meaningful difference in the fact of this killing (above any of the toomany others) that might have communicated a collective problem to
be addressed? Sadly, the killing was no more extreme or gruesome
than very many others. Still, the set of events surrounding this killing
seem to have communicated to those without first-person experience

2 Later analyses clarified that this period was, in fact, roughly a minute shorter

than initially publicly described.
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of racism something that seems not to have been communicated by
previous/other instances of racially-mediated police violence. Despite
this, the fact of the killing itself seems a poor candidate for having
communicated the reach of racism into the lives of Black people.
B) The People. If the fact of the killing itself has not
communicated the grotesqueries of racism, surely, the active
discussion of it by those most closely impacted and vulnerable (e.g.,
Black Americans, most specifically, and people of color, more
generally) has been efficacious. But, again, this does not seem
especially unique. Other efforts have been made to discuss the horrors
of racism.
Black Americans have long attempted to communicate the
extreme forms of abuse they have experienced through the
mechanisms of racism. Should those instances of communication have
launched broad support similar to that seen in the wake of Floyd’s
death? What was it about those previous attempts at communication
that made them insufficient for motivating other persons in the US?
It would seem that the (repeated) statement by Black Americans of the
existence of racism has not heretofore successfully communicated a
common problem requiring community response.
Perhaps, one might offer, the shortcoming rests in the quality
of the attempts that Black Americans have made at this
communication? On this view, these efforts simply have not yet been
as captivating or compelling as is required for large-scale social and
moral motivation. But, an inventory of the academic, the popular, the
non-fictional, the artistic writing of Black Americans suggests that an
incredibly wide range of attempts have been made. It seems hard to
conclude that all were lacking in the necessary qualities. Further still,
it is odd to imagine that the private conversations and the public
demonstrations (e.g., marching, kneeling, sitting, laying down, raising
hands, chanting, singing, wailing, etc.) all fell short of the standards
for democracy-enhancing communication.
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An accurate listing of the varied categories of attempted
communication seem boundless; it simply presses credulity to assume
that all were insufficient. Far more likely, it would seem, is that
audiences have been unwilling (or, perhaps, one might claim, unable)
to listen to these repeated pleas. Social inertia more readily explains
why some communication (or, more precisely put, some
communication from some particularly situated communicators) has
been disregarded in the democratic processes. In short, the credibility
of a people has been overlooked. Black voices have been poorly
received as candidates for communicating the problems of racism.
C) The Video. Between the fact of the killing and the
conversations about it rests the recording. The video seems to have
engaged interlocutors who were unresponsive to the communication
of their neighbors. The video has captured a sharp truth that many
sought to soften in previous moments. Black Americans have
attempted to communicate their experiences, but audiences could be
suspicious of these voices. The video defies such skepticism. It asserts
a fact; it succeeds in communication. It has rallied a public to address
a long-standing problem.
Unfortunately, the bittersweet message received by Black
Americans is that, while there is now growing, explicitly-stated,
recognition that their lives matter, the patterned and predictable
empirical evidence of their mistreatment and their varied forms of
previously offered testimony have been insufficient catalysts for such
activity. Black lives matter; Black voices, in the democratic activity of
describing a public problem of racism, are less relevant.
How Can We Communicate as Equals if We are Not So
Regarded?
In this way, the current moment asks: How can a society form a
democratic community if some empirical facts (e.g., the rate of state
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sanctioned violence against Black people and other people of color)
are overlooked? How can a society form a democratic community if
some members are not trusted and/or permitted to communicate as
equals with their peers? How can publics form in response to common
problems, if the very communication needed for this process is
governed by norms of bias and power? The presumed objectivity of
the recording of George Floyd’s killing, that voyeuristic confirmation
of the facts of the matter, seem to have eclipsed the intersubjective
experiences of citizens, of persons, alongside us in our social world.
Even as publics are now forming in response to racism, we would be
wise to observe the ways in which racism has shaded the very process
of these advances. As we respond to the video of George Floyd’s
killing, we might ask ourselves what this moment signals about the
practical limits of our very ability to communicate with one another
about that which we might hold in common.
Conclusion
Though the questions posed above focus on race in 2020, I do not wish
to imply that this is exclusively a racial matter. At its core, we might
use Dewey’s analysis of the centrality of communication in the
essential activity of community to recognize that the far-reaching
problem identified in this short essay is our recurrent failure to
communicate with one another about important matters held in
common. This problem persists across multiple contexts. Indeed, one
need only consider the other issue discussed within these pages to
weigh the truth of that claim.
The US’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic has featured
distrust of both basic scientific facts and the attempted communication
of epidemiology experts. Public health matters that have been dutifully
assessed and engaged in other countries, have been initially ignored
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and only belatedly considered by the public in the US.3 Whose voices
have been elevated in the structures of these communications? How
has this delayed the formation of a public community attuned to the
commonly held problems of our time? Again, one might wonder: How
have these failures stymied attempts at truly democratic forms of life?
Who is disproportionately affected by these structural failures?
In short, it seems that we would do well to attend to questions
of how we listen to one another. As Dewey suggests, a public needs to
communicate about what it holds in common; this establishes
community. Still unstated is a fulsome analysis of how some voices are
prioritized or ignored within this process. Perhaps, most importantly:
what standards ought to exist for communication about the
commonly held problems that bind us to one another in community?
The questions posed in this short set of reflection have no simple
answers. Perhaps 2020 is as good a time as ever to recommit ourselves
to answering them in thoughtful and considered ways.

3 Johns Hopkins University Coronavirus Resource Center,

Global Tracking,

https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/data
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W

e citizens and residents of the United States currently
live in a highly politicized and polarized environment.
This state of affairs troubles a majority of us, but it is

especially troublesome for those of us who have faith in Deweyan
democracy.
Before I discuss why our current state of affairs is especially
troublesome for us believers in Deweyan democracy, I would like to
provide a brief sketch of it. Deweyan democracy “is a way of personal
life controlled not merely by faith in human nature in general but by
faith in the capacity of human beings for intelligent judgment and
action if proper conditions are furnished” (LW14: 227). It presumes
that one has:
faith in the possibility of conducting disputes, controversies
and conflicts as cooperative undertakings in which both
parties learn by giving the other a chance to express itself,
instead of having one party conquer by forceful suppression of
the other—a suppression which is nonetheless one of violence
when it takes place by psychological means of ridicule, abuse,
intimidation, instead of by overt imprisonment or in
concentration camps (LW14: 228).
When one compares our current circumstances with what a
Deweyan democracy requires of us, we find that there is not much
shared democratic life among us, at least not beyond participation in
the formal institutions and practices of procedural democracy. We are
not a part of a nationwide community, as we neither share a common
past nor work together in pursuit of a shared future. This is evident in
our failure to act together in ways that create and maintain conditions
necessary for an equal opportunity to develop their talents to the
greatest extent possible and to pursue their interests while being
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respectful of others’ interests. This is not only a failure to live
according to an ideal, but one with real world consequences. These are
playing themselves out in how we are handling the COVID-19
pandemic and responding to the recent protests against police
brutality in the US
Factions and COVID
Rather than work together to implement the CDC’s proposed
framework of measures for mitigating community transmission of
COVID-19 in communities throughout the United States, outlined in
“Coronavirus Disease: Community Mitigation Measures,” we are split
into opposing factions. Among these factions are:
●

People who believe that we all ought to follow scientificallyinformed government measures aimed at mitigating
community transmission of COVID-19.

●

People who are weary of governors issuing executive orders
that interfere with their lives and livelihoods, but they are
sufficiently concerned about their own health and the health
of their fellows that they are willing to follow those orders.

●

People who are skeptical about government interventions on
principle and believe that they have a right to disregard stayat-home orders, mandates about wearing face coverings in
public buildings and outside when one cannot social distance,
and government-imposed limitations on the number of
people who can participate in an indoor or outdoor gathering
if they choose to do so.

●

People who do not think that government interventions are
worth the economic risks involved in closing down large
sectors of the US economy.
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●

People who believe that wearing face coverings and social
distancing are ineffective means of preventing the spread of
COVID-19.

●

People who believe that government-issued orders to mitigate
community transition of the disease are part of a conspiracy; it
is meant to habituate people to mindlessly defer to political
authority and prepare them for future authoritarian rule.
People have become polarized over even minor issues related

to COVID-19. The wearing of face coverings has become a political
issue. Resistance to wearing them in public has become an indicator
of affiliation with the Republican Party; willingness to wear them in
public has become a mark of affiliation with the Democratic Party. Of
course, not every Republican believes that people ought to resist
wearing face coverings, and not every Democrat believes that people
ought to wear face coverings. However, taking someone’s political
affiliation as a proxy for their view on wearing face coverings is a
plausible approach to this subject, given the results of a June 2020
survey published in the Pew Research Center report entitled
Republicans, Democrats Move Even Further Apart in Coronavirus Concerns.
Factions and Police Brutality
The polarization of Americans over the issue of police brutality has
been fueled largely by President Trump’s law-and-order rhetoric.
Rather than work together with others from across the political divide
to constructively address the cause of the protests (namely, police
brutality), President Trump has doubled down on quelling the
protests in Portland by deploying federal agents to protect federal
buildings. Camouflaged federal agents, without identification, have
snatched protestors from the streets, placed them in unmarked
vehicles, and detained them despite local elected officials’ requests for
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them to leave their city. With this, President Trump has apparently
adopted an intimidation tactic more befitting a fascist regime than a
duly elected government in a free society. He has continually justified
his deployment of federal agents in Portland and his desire to deploy
them elsewhere with disingenuous calls to find and arrest the
anarchists (more specifically, “radical left ANARCHISTS!”) and Antifa
members who he claims to be responsible for inciting violence. His
political allies have taken up his mischaracterization of the protests in
Portland and elsewhere without question.
On the other hand, police reform advocates believe that
subjecting US citizens and residents to actual and potential excessive
use of force by police officers runs counter to a democratic ethos of a
free society. Many of them contend that the police killings of Breonna
Taylor and George Floyd are among the most recent and high-profile
manifestations of state violence, which is exercised on a daily basis in
a variety of places—in jails and prisons, in detention centers, and at
protests against police brutality. Police reform advocates have offered
a variety of solutions to this problem, such as
●

reducing the amount of funding to local police departments
and redirect those funds to programs that strengthen public
safety programs and services so that police officers are no
longer expected to address public health issues (e.g., mental
health) and minor public disturbances;

●

demilitarizing police departments;

●

training police officers to de-escalate encounters, especially
with heterosexual African American and Latinx people,
indigenous

people,

cognitively

impaired

homeless
people,

people,
and

physically

and

transgender

and

genderqueer people;
●

no longer issuing no-knock arrest warrants; and

●

revoking qualified immunity for police officers.
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Beyond Factions
So, what would a believer in Deweyan democracy recommend that we
do to lessen the politicized and polarizing nature of these issues
mentioned above?
For handling the COVID-19 pandemic, a believer in Deweyan
democracy might advise us to pay attention to initiatives like the
COVID-19 Response Initiative sponsored by Harvard University’s
Edmond J. Safra Center for Ethics. There a bipartisan group of experts
from various disciplines have worked together to formulate a
roadmap for reopening the US economy in a relatively safe manner
amid the COVID-19 pandemic. She would also advise us to practice
the most up-to-date, scientifically-informed measures to mitigating
the community spread of COVID-19 and demand that the federal
government assist the states and localities in creating the conditions
under which the community spread of COVID-19 is lowered to a
degree that people across the country can send their children to school
safely, attend school safely, work outside the home safely, eat inside
restaurants safely, etc. The kind of assistance that the federal
government could provide to state and local governments is more
financial and technical support so they can better implement the CDC
community mitigation measures, which would particularly lessen the
transmission of the disease to vulnerable populations (e.g.,
undocumented immigrants and prisoners) and to people who are at
higher risk of contracting the disease (i.e., people with serious
underlying medical conditions, regardless of age).
For responding to police brutality, a believer of Deweyan
democracy might recommend that state and local elected officials,
police chiefs, criminal justice experts, police reform advocates, and
other interested parties should work together. They would need to
formulate policies that would reduce the likelihood of police officers
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using excessive force against civilians but increase the likelihood that
police officers would be disciplined (and, when applicable, charged
with a crime) whenever they use excessive force. The process of
formulating these policies would need to include the ongoing input of
local residents in a variety of venues (e.g., open public meetings and
advisory committees) where they can hold police departments
accountable for the actions of their officers.
These recommendations may appear to be unrealistic for nonbelievers in Deweyan democracy. Nevertheless, we believers in
Deweyan democracy have faith that we can gradually build a shared
democratic life with our fellow citizens as we deal with these problems
together.
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A

t a time when questions of heritage and history are at odds
with narratives of rights and antiracism, Ibram X. Kendi
offers a relevant and timely history of racism in the U.S. In

Stamped from the Beginning, Kendi (2016) details cogently how racist
ideas have arrived at their current modes of expression in American
culture. In terms of history books, Stamped from the Beginning offers
readers a “definitive history of racist ideas” with its thoughtful
genealogy of unjust policies and racial tensions that plague the current
U.S. social and political climate.
On every page, Kendi documents evidence of how racist ideas
have evolved into the policy of today’s society. All the while, he
provides the groundwork to explore more deeply the long-fought
struggle for antiracism amid two often competing racist attitudes—
assimilation and segregation—attitudes that have worked to
institutionalize racist policies and that attempt to justify internalized
racist ideas. However, as the author states, “Stamped from the Beginning
is not merely a history of overt racism becoming covert, nor is it a
history of racial progress, or a history of ignorance and hate” (p. 8).
Instead, Stamped tells of the long developing struggle to give voice to
antiracism against the backdrop of long-established racist policy in
this country.
As such, Kendi not only aims to compile a record of the past
but challenges how both Black and White citizens view racism in our
present state of unrest. For example, Kendi writes, “No matter what
African people did, they were barbaric beasts or brutalized like beasts.
If they did not clamor for freedom, then their obedience showed they
were naturally beasts of burden. If they nonviolently resisted
enslavement, they were brutalized” (p. 70). For Black America today,
the same “no-win” situation continues. Whether Black athletes
respectfully kneel in a stadium for an anthem or African American
citizens assemble in the streets to protest injustice, the racist tendency
is to label them as unpatriotic or as thugs.
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Structurally, Stamped is divided into five parts, each titled for a
significant racist or antiracist historical figure. These personae become
not only headings under which Kendi crafts his chronicle but also
serve as symbols for the views of racism and antiracism that lead up to
and take shape around the era that their lives represent. Respectively,
these characters are Cotton Mather, Thomas Jefferson, William Lloyd
Garrison, W. E. B. Du Bois, and Angela Davis.
“Part I Cotton Mather” begins with the spread of hierarchical
human theories dating back to the conquest of Northern Africa.
Through the propagation of racist ideas by a family of ministers, The
Mathers, prejudice against people due to their skin color spans an
ocean and reaches a critical point in the early founding of the
American colonies. Concurrently, Kendi lays bare the roots of racist
ideas in the age-old discourses of climate theory and curse theory.
Climate theorists found justification for their claim of “Black
inferiority” in the Hellenistic belief that “extreme hot or cold climates
produced intellectually, physically, and morally inferior people . . .” (p.
17). Likewise, scripture gave support to the curse theorists, alleging
that Africans “were the children of Ham, the son of Noah, and that
they were . . . black as the result of Noah’s curse [on Ham] . . .” (p. 21).
By the time slavery comes to the American colonies, countless
ministers and scholars had appropriated scripture and pseudo-science
to justify their views on slavery. In Cotton Mather, these theories
manifested in the notion that God had ordained Africans to be
captives in order that the superior White man could bring them
salvation (Kendi, 2016).
In “Part II Thomas Jefferson,” Kendi continues to trace his
historical trail into the period of the Enlightenment. However, the
Enlightenment, characteristically marked by antislavery movements,
did not inspire any great change concerning racism. Enlightened
secularists, like Carl Linnaeus and Voltaire, although disdaining the
institution of slavery, further legitimated the views of segregationists
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and assimilationists, and upheld the racist perspective that people of
African descent were base and backward. Kendi aptly points out that
Voltaire did not differ much from the Mathers in this regard. It was
the midst of this timeline that a young 16-year-old Thomas Jefferson
“immersed himself in Enlightenment thought, including its
antislavery ideas” (p. 90). Through Jefferson, Kendi offers the reader
a perspective of the emergent shift in the negative discourses about
“natural” place and the paradox that many Whites faced by being
slaveholders who held antislavery philosophies. As well, Kendi
introduces Phyllis Wheatley, Francis Williams, and Benjamin
Banneker as individuals of African descent that challenged the
prejudices of the dominating White Eurocentric narrative and
initiated the call for equality and emancipation. However, abolitionist
and antislavery thought, Kendi demonstrates, did little to reverse the
racist ideas that underscored the “discriminatory policies [that] were a
feature of almost every emancipation law” (p. 120).
In transitioning to the controversial theory of gradual
equality, Kendi brings focus on William Lloyd Garrison as a central
character. Throughout this section, Stamped surveys the work of
firebrand abolitionists, such as Benjamin Lundy and David Walker.
Also, slave revolts, like that led by Nat Turner, are integrated into the
storyline. In the stalwart control of slavery, many captives were not
satisfied to “wait while White abolitionists and refined free Blacks
solved the problem through nonviolent tactics of persuasion” (p. 172).
As a result, White men engaged in ensuant debates, questioning
whether the slave could be civilized or was the Black man cursed to be
ever imbruted. Meanwhile, abolitionists had their own debates.
Frederick Douglass, Harriet Beecher Stowe, Elizabeth Cady Stanton,
and a young statesman named Abraham Lincoln become key figures
in abolitionism. However, as the eponymous exemplar of the racist
abolitionist, Garrison provides cohesion to Kendi’s recognition of this
contradictory but consistent theme. As Kendi notes, “For thirty years,
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Garrison

had

moved

northerners

toward

abolitionism

by

sensationalizing the idea that slavery made people into brutes. Like
any racist, he dismissed the evidence that undermined this theory, and
hardened his theory with evidence that supported it” (. 229).
Part IV opens with W. E. B. Du Bois’ words: “The slave went
free; stood a brief moment in the sun; then moved back again toward
slavery.” Du Bois represents the era of Reconstruction. His theme is
segregation. “W. E. B. Du Bois” encompasses the Plessy vs. Ferguson
ruling, Theodore Roosevelt, Social Darwinism, the Ku Klux Klan, the
Great Wars, eugenics, Gone with the Wind, and the Civil Rights Act of
1964. Around these people, places, and Pulitzer-prize winners, Du
Bois’ is a tale of the segregation, social struggle, and suffering of Black
America during Jim Crow. Unsubstantiated accusations against Black
men as rapists and unsupported “research” on the inferiority of people
of African descent describe the persistence and inhumanity of racism.
Nonetheless, “W. E. B. Du Bois” serves to explore the aspects of what
Kendi calls the first authentically antiracist ideas. The emergence of
antiracism ranges from the NAACP and Alaine Locke’s media suasion
to the literature of Zora Neale Hurston and the genre of the protest
novel.
Kendi concludes his exploration of racist policies and ideas
with a final section that he titles “Angela Davis.” A primary theme of
Kendi’s historical narrative in this section is class racism and ghetto
culture. As Kendi writes, “Class racists and some suburban Americans
saw

little

distinction

between

impoverished

Black

urban

neighborhoods, Black working-class urban neighborhoods, and Black
middle-class urban neighborhoods. They were all [seen as] ghettoes
with dangerous Black hooligans who rioted for more welfare” (p. 395).
However, Kendi’s call for Black equality becomes its loudest and
clearest through Davis. Although various historical actors of the
modern era—Marcus Garvey, Malcolm X, and Martin Luther King,
Jr.—stand in as voices of civil rights and unrest, it is Angela Davis who
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takes centerstage. Kendi recounts how she transformed from an
advocate to an activist for the rights of Black people. Moreover, Davis’
image is a fitting end to this important retelling of racist ideas in the
U.S. Although Kendi concludes with his thoughts on Reagan’s war on
drugs, two chapters on the relationship between partisanship and
racism, and a discourse on Barack Obama, Angela Davis remains the
encompassing persona. Davis’s experience, herself a victim of racist
policies, speaks to the ongoing fight for equality and continued
protests against racist policies.
In a Deweyan sense, Stamped from the Beginning is a democratic
text. It is a book that provides a space for long-forgotten interests and
often unheard voices. Kendi, like Dewey, problematizes racism as a
concern “of [our] conjoint communicated experience” (Dewey, 1916,
p. 87). As Dewey stated, our associated mode of living is a democratic
work “equivalent to the breaking down of those barriers of class, race,
and national territory” (p. 87) that divide us. As a historical account of
how policy reifies racist ideas, Stamped from the Beginning focuses our
thoughts on how our actions relate to others. By taking the reader to
relevant sites through history, Kendi reveals how the barriers formed
by racist ideas have “kept men from perceiving the full import of their
activity” (Dewey, 1916, p. 87). Therefore, not only does Kendi pen a
comprehensive timeline of slavery, segregation, and struggle, he also
challenges us to confront racism and to consider why such racial
barriers still persist today.
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