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n January 5, 2021, Steve Bannon, Trump 

adviser and populist provocateur, told his 

podcast listeners, “All hell is going to break 

loose tomorrow. Just understand this: All hell is going to 

break loose tomorrow…It’s all converging, and now we’re 

on the point of attack tomorrow. Strap in…tomorrow it’s 

game day.”1 That evening, and the following morning, 

thousands of supporters of U.S. President Donald Trump 

came together in Washington, D.C. to declare that the 2020 

election had been "stolen” and to demand that Vice 

President Mike Pence and Congress refuse to certify the 

election of Joe  Biden as president.  

At noon on January 6, while Bannon and other 

Trump associates manned the ‘war room’ at the Willard 

Hotel, Trump addressed the “Stop the Steal rally, telling his 

supporters to go to the capital and “fight like hell.”2 He was 

 
1 Act TV 2021. “Steve Bannon Is Also Responsible For The Capitol 
Riot - "All Hell Is Going To Break Loose Tomorrow"” Video. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t7rSZl0u2n4 
2 Travis Anderson (2021). “Before mob stormed US Capitol, Trump 
told them to 'fight like hell.” The Boston Globe. January 6.  

O 
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joined on stage by his personal lawyer Rudy Guiliani, who 

cried “Let’s have trial by combat,”3 and Congressman Mo 

Brooks (R-Alabama) who shouted “Today is the day 

American patriots start taking down names and kicking 

ass.''4 Hundreds of supporters marched to the capital and 

breached police perimeters as the electoral vote count 

commenced. They occupied the Capital building, assaulted 

police officers, vandalized the building and threatened the 

lives of Congress members. A noose was prepared to hang 

Vice President Mike Pence if he failed to follow Trump’s 

injunction to “stop the steal” by preventing the certification 

 
https://www.bostonglobe.com/2021/01/06/metro/heres-what-

trump-told-his-supporters-before-many-them-stormed-capitol-

wednesday/ 
3 Ryan Grenoble (2021). “Rudy Giuliani Called For 'Trial By 
Combat' Before Wednesday's Violence” Huff Post. January 7. 
https://www.huffpost.com/archive/au/entry/rudy-giuliani-called-
for-trial-by-combat-before-wednesdays-
violence_au_5ff781f7c5b6214c5518cae7 
4 Catie Edmondson and Luke Broadwater (2021). “Before Capitol 
Riot, Republican Lawmakers Fanned the Flames.” The New York 
Times. Jan. 11 
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/01/11/us/politics/republicans-
capitol-riot.html 
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of the election.5 Five people died in the course of the siege 

and many more were injured, including 138 police officers. 

Only after order had been restored was the election result 

certified.6 President elect Joe Biden declared that 

“democracy was under unprecedented assault."7 

Dewey Studies and the Insurrection: The Special Issue 

This event is now known as the January 6 Insurrection. Its 

immediate target was that most fundamental right of liberal 

democracy, respect for free and fair elections and the 

peaceful transfer of power. That Insurrection - and its intent 

to destroy liberal democracy - is the theme of the current 

issue of Dewey Studies. Dewey Studies is a journal of The John 

 
5 Milan Sime Martinic (2021). The US rioters had targeted Mike 
Pence specifically when they swarmed the Capitol. This Week. 
(January 11). 
https://www.theweek.in/news/world/2021/01/11/hang-mike-
pence-trump-failed-day-of-the-long-knives.html 
6 A general account of the buildup to the insurrection and its main 
events can be found in Dan Barry, Mike McIntire and Matthew 
Rosenberg (2021).  ‘Our President Wants Us Here’: The Mob That 
Stormed the Capitol. The New York Times. January 9. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/01/09/us/capitol-rioters.html  
7 Sean Morrison (2021). “Joe Biden condemns ‘siege’ on US 
Capitol as assault on democracy as Donald Trump tells mob ‘we 
love you’ but ‘go home’.” The Evening Standard. 
https://www.standard.co.uk/author/sean-morrison 
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Dewey Society, founded in 1935 to identify and combat far-

right incursions into democratic institutions of education 

and culture. The founders stated that while the Society’s 

efforts would not be bound by Dewey’s philosophy, it would 

be guided by traditions of social democracy and democratic 

education he had advanced. The founder’s concerns were 

displayed in the theme of the first annual Dewey Society 

meeting in 1936: “Teachers’ Loyalty Oaths — Fascism?” 

Subsequent meetings and publications of the Society 

focused on emerging threats to democracy and effective 

pro-democracy responses.  

As a journal, Dewey Studies is devoted to Dewey’s 

philosophy in its historical, cultural and intellectual 

contexts. With the historic mission of the Dewey Society as 

our inspiration, however, the editors of Dewey Studies 

concern ourselves as appropriate with contemporary attacks 

against democracy. We have set out in this special issue to 

address the January 6th insurrection. As editor-in-chief, I 

invited Prof. Sophie Ward (Durham University, UK) and 

Prof. Liz Jackson (Education University of Hong Kong) to 

join me as co-editors of this special issue. Both had been 
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doing recent work on related topics and as a team we were 

able to reach out to a global community of scholars. We sent 

a call around the world for short essays addressing the 

insurrection and the challenge to democracy and proposing 

effective responses. 

The co-editors identified the immediate threat posed 

by the insurrection and its anti-democratic context as a 

“challenge to liberal democracy.” Liberal institutions - free 

elections, rights of protest, protection from government 

violence - were at that moment under direct assault. Thus 

the title of our special issue: “After the Insurrection: the 

Challenge to Liberal Democracy.” We did not mean, 

however, that liberal institutions were either the “essence” 

of democracy or the only feature of democratic society 

under siege. Our authors have been quick to note recent 

challenges to liberalism and to indicate the diversity of 

forms of democracy pointing the way beyond the current 

crisis. All three co-editors, working as co-equals, read and 

commented upon all submissions, selected after discussion 

those acceptable for publication, and sent our suggestions to 

authors. Before turning to our authors, however, I will, in 
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my editor’s introduction, the January 6th insurrection in its 

historical, political and cultural contexts.  

 

The New World Order 

While the January 6th insurrection was an event taking 

place at a definite time, an explanation requires a backstory.  

A pragmatist account would be selective and forward 

looking, emphasizing events pointing towards ameliorative 

pro-democratic responses. In what follows I make no claim 

to be providing a comprehensive or definite account of the 

events leading up to January 6. I do hope, however, to 

provide pegs upon which discussion of the insurrection, its 

aftermath, and ameliorative pro-democracy 

countermeasures - by our authors and others - may hang.  

Perhaps such an account might conveniently begin 

with Mikhail Gorbechov’s December 07, 1988 address at the 

UN General Assembly Session. Gorbechov noted that along 

with the “process of wars, hostility, and alienation of peoples 

and countries,” a parallel force was taking shape: “the 

emergence of a mutually connected and integral world.” He 

called for the search for a consensus of all mankind “toward 
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a new world order ... to preserve civilization, to make it safe 

for all and more pleasant for normal life.” 8 

In the United States the administration of George 

Herbert Walker Bush was slow to respond to Gorbechov’s 

call to end the bi-polar Cold War order and leery of his 

proposed multipolar world. After the dissolution of the 

Soviet Union, Bush formulated his own vision: a unipolar 

world dominated by the United States. At first he re-

appropriated Gorbechov’s phrase “new world order” to 

designate American unipolar leadership.9 The Persian Gulf 

War of 1991 provided a test case for his strategy. Absent 

restraints from other international powers, Bush called 

upon a coalition of nations to come together under U.S. 

 
8 Wilson Center Digital Archive (1988). Address by Mikhail 
Gorbachev at the UN General Assembly Session December 07, 
1988 (Excerpts) 
https://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/%20116224%2
0.pdf 
9 George H. W. Bush(1990). Address Before a Joint Session of 
Congress (September 11, 
1990).http://millercenter.org/president/bush/speeches/speech-
3425 
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leadership to counter Saddam Hussain’s move into 

Kuwait.10 The new world order would be Pax Americana.  

From the New World Order to Globalism and 

Neoliberalism 

The U. S. recession of 1991 put an end to Bush’s talk of a 

“new world order,” and the term itself came under attack. 

Samuel Huntington soon denounced the idea  as an “illusion 

of harmony” in a conflict-ridden world. In the popular 

media, the new world order was soon replaced by a new 

buzz word - “globalization.” The new global order now 

emphasized economic opening of trade and investment, free 

movement of goods and - in principle - of workers (as soon 

established in the EU by the Maastricht treaty of 1992), the 

privatization of state enterprises, expansion of market 

forces within all domestic markets, and rejection of social-

 
10 Rick Atkinson and Ann Devroy (1991). “Bush gives Iraq Until 
Noon Today to Begin Withdrawal From Kuwait.”  The Washington 
Post (February 23). 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1991/02/23/b
ush-gives-iraq-until-noon-today-to-begin-withdrawal-from-
kuwait/fa875663-e454-4031-89f9-7e8ed1c7b727/ 
 



Leonard J. Waks          10	
	

Dewey Studies                      Vol 5 · No 2 · 2021 

	

democratic reforms. This new regime was labeled market 

fundamentalism or neoliberalism.11 Many of the events to 

follow stem from the imposition of this regime.  

Noam Chomsky was later to declare the “new world 

order” a cover for an international neoliberal regime of 

unrelenting pressure and intimidation. 12 Despite the root 

term “liberal,” and despite the central role of democratic 

governance frequently asserted by proponents of 

neoliberalism to be required for popular legitimacy, liberal 

democracy and neoliberalism stand in a tense relationship if 

not in opposition 13 The first regime labeled “neoliberal” was 

Pinchet’s Chile, where social democratic reforms were 

crushed and authoritarian rule imposed in the name of 

market efficiency, foreshadowing subsequent 

developments.  

 
11 Longview Institute (n.d.). Market Fundamentalism. 
http://www.longviewinstitute.org/projects/marketfundamentalis

m/marketfundamentalism/ 
12 “US-NATO bombs fall on Serbia: the "New World Order" takes 
shape.”  
World Socialist Web Site 

https://www.wsws.org/en/special/pages/icfi/wsws.html 
13 Thomas Biebricher (2015). “Neoliberalism and Democracy.” 
Constellations Volume 22, No 2, 255-266.  
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From the End of History to the Clash of Civilizations  

Nonetheless, globalization was said to have brought an end 

to ideological conflict. Francis Fukuyama argued in his 1989 

article ”the End of History” - later repeated in his book The 

End of History and the Last Man - that the end of the Cold 

War had made Western-style liberal democracy the final, 

universal form of government.14 Fukayama’s teacher 

Samuel Huntington responded in his 1993 Foreign Affairs 

article  "The Clash of Civilizations?" that future conflicts 

would arise, but would no longer be fought between 

governments but among cultures.
15 While Fukuyama had 

imagined liberal democracy and free market capitalism as 

universal values, Non-Western nations, with their distinct 

and at times opposed cultural values, had, said Huntington,  

become new actors to contend with on the world stage. 

Huntington singled out the East Asian region as capable of 

 
14 Fukuyama, Francis (1989). "The End of History?". The National 
Interest (16): 3–18 
15 Samuel P. Huntington (1993). “The Clash of Civilizations?” 
Foreign Affairs (Summer).  
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/1993-06-
01/clash-civilizations 
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projecting itself and its cultural values as a result of its rising 

economic power, and the Islamic nations, where political 

instability made fundamentalist movements attractive to 

large fractions of the population. 

Asian Values and Human Rights 

While Huntington’s views about the clash of “civilizations” 

are questionable, given his political framing of events and 

bias toward western Christian “civilization,16 Huntington 

nonetheless anticipated how key Asian leaders responded to 

the new world order by laying claim to historic Asian 

cultural values - grounded in Confucian communitarian 

ideals - to counter the global spread of American-style 

liberal individualism. Western commentators saw this 

move as an effort to provide legitimacy for their 

authoritarian style of leadership as communism was 

collapsing in Europe, and to protect themselves against 

threats of cultural, political, economic and social change in 

the wake of globalization. They thus pursued their political 

 
16 E. W.  Said (2004). From Oslo to Iraq and the Road Map. New 
York: Pantheon, 2004. 
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projects under the banner of distinct cultural values in place 

of a distinct political ideology.17 

The idea of distinct Asian values took hold in 

Malaysia (under Mahathir Mohamad) and Singapore (under 

Lee Kuan Yew) as well as in China, Taiwan, Korea and 

elsewhere. Lee was the most fervent advocate of Asian 

values, arguing that a nation’s cultural values would play a 

larger role in its fate than economics or politics.18 He 

explained the economic strides of the Asian Tiger nations 

on the basis of Confucian communitarian cultural values, 

though political economists have questioned the 

relationship.19  Similar contrasts have been made between 

 
17 An account of the Asian Values debate can be found in Ann 
Kent (2008), "Chinese Values and Human Rights", in  Avonius, 
Leena; Kingsbury, Damien (eds.), Human Rights in Asia: A 
Reassessment of the Asian Values Debate, New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan US, pp. 83–97      
18 Zakaria F "A Conversation with Lee Kwan Yu" Foreign Affairs, 
Journal of the Council on Foreign Affairs, a non-partisan 
organisation, Florida, US. March - April 1994. 
19 These claims have been evaluated by political economists. See 
for example: Joseph E. Stiglitz (1996).  “Some Lessons from the 
East Asian Miracle.”  The World Bank Research Observer Vol. 11, 
No. 2 (August)), pp. 151-177; Ming-Yih Liang (2010). 
“Confucianism and the East Asian Miracle.” American Economic 
Journal: Macroeconomics Vol. 2, No. 3 (July), pp. 206-234. Sen, 
Amartya (1999). Development as freedom (1st ed.). New York: 
Oxford University Press.  
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distinct African cultural values and Western liberal 

individualism.20   

The debate about distinct cultural values has 

somewhat faded, in part because of what have been 

perceived as increasingly authoritarian trends in China. It 

succeeded, however, in placing on the table issues 

concerning limitations of and diversions from liberal 

individualism and the potential of competing forms of 

democracy, as addressed by Roberto Frega and Just Serrano-

Zamora, among others, below.  These include forms of 

democracy suitable for the Confucian cultural region - a 

topic addressed by Sor-hoon Tan, Stephen Chatelier, and Di 

Wang in this issue. I will say more about alternative 

conceptions and forms of democracy later, in the segment 

on ‘democracy from below.’ 

From the War on Terror to the Refugee Crisis 

Taking up the second main cultural force emphasized by 

Huntington, Al-Qaeda terrorists attacked the United States 

 
20 See, for example, Makau-wa Mutua (1996). “The Ideology of 
Human Rights,” 36 VA. J.Int’l L 589, 591-93.  
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on September 11, 2001 focusing their efforts against the 

Twin Towers of the World Trade Center in New York City 

and the Pentagon in Washington DC - unique symbols of 

US economic and military power. So much for Bush’s new 

world order! 

American media rapidly framed the attacks in terms 

of Huntington’s clash of civilizations - as Fundamentalist 

Islam against Liberal Democracy.21 The George W. Bush 

administration responded with counter attacks in Al 

Qaeda’s bases in Afghanistan beginning on October 7, 2001, 

and generated support for its war in Iraq (2003-2011) in 

large measure by speciously associating Saddam Hussein 

with Islamic terrorism and Al Qeada - throwing in 

ungrounded claims about weapons of mass destruction.22  

As the Iraq war wound down, two million refugees 

fled from Iraq while the United States granted asylum to 

only 84 thousand. In 2011 a civil war erupted in Syria, 

 
21 
https://library.fes.de/libalt/journals/swetsfulltext/16987772.pdf 
22 Amy Gershkoff and Shana Kushner, (2005). “Shaping Public 
Opinion: The 9/11-Iraq Connection in the Bush Administration's 
Rhetoric.” Perspectives on Politics, Vol. 3, No. 3 (September), pp. 
525-537. 
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associated with the Arab Spring protests. Demands for 

removing Bashar al-Assad from power met with violent 

suppression. Meanwhile the war in Afghanistan raged on. 

By 2015 more than 1.3 million refugees from Iraq, Syria, 

Afghanistan and elsewhere flooded into Europe, creating an 

unmanageable migrant crisis.23 The ethno-nationalist 

backlash the crisis generated prompts questions about the 

free movement of people, the status of multicultural values, 

and the ability of nations rapidly to absorb multitudes from 

different ethnic and cultural groups. 

The Rise of Far-Right Populism in Europe 

 In February 1991, as the Soviet Union neared collapse,  

Hungary, Poland, and Czechoslovakia - former communist-

bloc nations in Central and Eastern Europe -  held a summit 

meeting in the town of Visegrád, Hungary to form a political 

and cultural alliance. After the breakup of Czechoslovakia in 

 
23 Pew Research Center (2016). Number of Refugees to Europe 
Surges to Record 1.3 Million in 2015. August 2.  
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2016/08/02/number-of-
refugees-to-europe-surges-to-record-1-3-million-in-2015/ 
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1993 into Slovakia and the Czech Republic, the four 

resulting nations have been grouped together as the 

Visograd Four or the European Quartet. They initially 

expressed commitment to liberal democratic values and 

market-oriented economic reforms, and were welcomed 

into the European Union in 2004. However, because most 

lacked traditions of democratic governance and rich civil 

society institutions, the new governments - especially in 

Hungary and Poland - faced fewer institutional constraints 

against authoritarian rule than their counterparts in the 

West.  After the migrant crisis peaked, liberal democratic 

institutions and values in these societies have severely 

eroded.  

Hungary was faced with floods of migrants from the 

Islamic region as well as rising inequality between urban 

professionals and de-industrialized workers and rural 

farmers in the wake of globalization. President Victor 

Orban railed against both globalist multinational corporate 

dominance of the economy and multiculturalism - especially 
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mass imigration from the Islamic Middle East.24 Against the 

neoliberal consensus, his Fidesz party declared for “illiberal 

democracy” - akin to Pinochet’s plebiscite-based 

authoritarian rule lacking basic human rights.25 Trump and 

many others on the American far right have embraced 

Orban and Fidesz.26 

In Poland the Law and Justice party also embraced 

far-right populism, curbing judicial powers and the basic 

human rights of immigrants and LGBT citizens. Party 

leader Jarosław Kaczyński stated that " The affirmation of 

homosexuality will lead to the downfall of civilization.”27 

 
24 The Hungarian situation is reviewed in  Lilia Ilikova and Andrey 
Tushev (2020).  Right-Wing Populism in Central Europe: Hungarian 
Case (Fidesz, Jobbik). Utopía y Praxis Latinoamericana, vol. 25, no. 
Esp.12, pp. 325-332. 
25 On Hungary’s Fidesz party and Orban’s Illiberal Democracy, see 
András Bíró-Nagy (2017). Iliberal Democracy in Hungary: The 
Social Background and practical Steps of Building an Iliberal State. 
CIDOB. (January 20.) 
26 David Smith (2021). How Tucker Carlson and the far right 
embraced Hungary’s authoritarian leader. The Guardian. (August 
8).  
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2021/aug/07/tucker-
carlson-hungary-viktor-orban-donald-trump 
27New Anti-Gay Regime in Poland Catholic ultra-conservatives 
bash their way to victory. By Tomek Kitlinski and Pawel Leszkowicz 
WARSAW, NOV. 10, 2005. The Gully.  
http://www.thegully.com/essays/gaymundo/051110_poland_elec
tion.html 
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The party built populist support through virulent ani-

migrant, anti-Muslim rhetoric; leader Jarosław Kaczyński 

drew on the ancient trope of dirty aliens, stating during the 

crisis of 2015 that Poland would not accept refugees because 

"they could spread infectious diseases."28 

Brexit and UK Populism 

Meanwhile in the United Kingdom, the Conservative party 

Prime Minister David Cameron followed through on his 

election pledge to hold a referendum on UK membership in 

the European Union. Cameron had favored remaining in 

the EU under modified terms, but after a campaign marked 

by exaggerations and falsehoods supporting Leave, the vote 

on June 23, 2016 resulted in 52% favored Leave. On June 

24th Cameron resigned. The reasons given for support of 

Brexit were similar to those behind moves to the right in 

Central Europe:  nationalist anti-globalism, anti-

immigration, loss of status among workers in the declining 

 
28  "Polish opposition warns refugees could spread infectious 
diseases". Reuters. 15 October 2015.  
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-europe-migrants-poland-
idUSKCN0S918B20151015 
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post-industrial economy, and anti-establishment populist 

politics.29 It is worth noting that immigration from EU 

member countries, guaranteed by the 1992 Maastricht 

Treaty, was especially irksome to UK nationalists, even 

though the UK, along with Germany and (to a lesser extent) 

other wealthy Western members, profited from the brain 

drain from Eastern Europe.30 Divisions between 

professional elites and de-industrialized workers were stark. 

Seven of the 10 areas with the highest Remain share were in 

London, all of which polled over three to one to Remain. 

University graduates voted Remain by three to one while 

four in five without any educational qualifications voted 

Leave.31 

 
29 N.A. (2016). “Explaining the Brexit vote". The Economist.  (July 
16). https://www.economist.com/britain/2016/07/14/explaining-
the-brexit-vote 
30 Simona Cavallini, Rossella Soldi, Lorenzo Di Matte, Mihaela 
Alina Utma and Beatrice Errico (2108).  
Addressing brain drain: SEDEC The local and regional dimension. 
European Union Committee of the Regions.  p. 1.  
https://cor.europa.eu/en/engage/studies/Documents/addressing
-brain-drain/addressing-brain-drain.pdf 
31 Curtice, John (26 July 2017). "Why Leave Won the UK's EU 
Referendum". JCMS: Journal of Common Market Studies. 55: 19–
37. 
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Another important factor in the Brexit note - and the 

election of Trump later that year - is the rise of fake news 

online and its dissemination by private groups in order to 

manipulate voters and produce desired anti-democratic 

outcomes.32 After these decisions, information was revealed 

how the company Cambridge Analytica and related groups 

helped the campaigns intervene in voter behavior by 

observing and identifying which internet users were most 

susceptible to their messages and most likely to change their 

behavior and help spread “news,” legitimate or illegitimate, 

using mass personal data collected from social networks 

such as Facebook.33 Despite the ethically problematic nature 

of their use of personal data and their spreading of fake news 

online, with an “impact that would be the envy of an 

ambitious dean of teaching and learning, these researchers 

used psychological, data-based theories, to consider whose 

views could be flexed, stretched and augmented.... to change 

 
32 BBC News (2021). “EU referendum: The result in maps and 
charts.” (June 8). https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-
36616028 
33 Hersh, E. (2017). Hacking the electorate: How campaigns 
perceive voters. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  
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views and behaviors at a significant level.”34 Unlike 

traditional educators, these groups and their sponsors did 

not aspire to educate for democracy. This challenge raises 

new and important questions about informal education and 

its uses and abuses in a new age of media production and 

consumption. 

 
34 Liz Jackson (2018). “ ‘The Best Education Ever’: Trumpism, 
Brexit, and new social learning,” Educational Philosophy and 
Theory, 50 (5), 441-443. 
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American Populism 

Globalization and the Decline of Industrial Unions in 

the United States  

The United States is facing similar right-wing reactions to 

globalism and multiculturalism. A convenient place to start 

the backstory is the 1970s competition from Germany and 

Japan as they recovered from the devastation of World War 

II. Only the United States among the leading industrial 

nations survived the war with its industrial capacity 

unchecked. Through the 1960s its industrial corporations 

had few serious competitors; they could set world prices and 

pass on some revenues to their unionized workers as higher 

wages to avoid labor conflict. Management and labor were 

lulled into thinking that this blessed arrangement could last 

indefinitely. When serious competition entered the global 

market, however, American industrial corporations first 

moved operations to lower wage, union-free “right to work” 

states in the South and then offshore to low wage nations - 

especially in Asia.  
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Labor union participation and political clout 

weakened sharply during this period of industrial 

redeployment.  In 1983 20.1% of employed Americans were 

members of a union. By 2019 the percentage fell by almost 

half to 10.3%. More recently, union membership among 

manufacturing workers fell from 14.9 percent in 2000 to 8.6 

percent in 2019 and membership among mining and 

extraction workers declined from 11.3 percent to 4.0 

percent. By contrast, the membership rates were 39.4 

percent in local government, 29.4 percent in state 

government, and 25.6 percent in federal government in 

2019.35  Members of the two large teachers’ unions make up 

more than 50% of these public-sector union members - 

roughly 25% of all union members in the United States.36 

The education newsletter The 74 Million noted: “The typical 

union member these days has never been anywhere near a 

 
35 The Economics Daily, Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Union 
membership rate 8.6 percent in manufacturing, 23.4 percent in 
utilities, in 2019” 
FEBRUARY 03, 2020 https://www.bls.gov/opub/ted/2020/union-
membership-rate-8-point-6-percent-in-manufacturing-23-point-4-
percent-in-utilities-in-2019.htm?view_full 
36 “New Numbers: The National Education Association and the 
American Federation of Teachers Now Represent 1 in 4 U.S. Union 
Members.” The 74.  
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mine, a pier or a truck. He or she works for the government, 

and in growing percentages that will soon lead us to a 

nonunion private economy being regulated by a highly 

unionized public sector.”37  

The Republican Party and Reagan Democrats 

While investment in globalization opened new 

opportunities for urban coastal professionals it also 

hollowed out the former industrial regions in the mid-

Western heartlands and the South.38 Resentment against 

labor unions and the government soared among the de-

industrialized and de-unionized workers over lost status, 

unemployment and/or stagnant wages. Struggling non-

union workers asked why they should be expected to 

 
37 “New Numbers: The National Education Association and the 
American Federation of Teachers Now Represent 1 in 4 U.S. Union 
Members.” The 74. March 17, 
2021.https://www.the74million.org/article/aft-nea-1-in-4-us-
union-members/#:~:text=Pandemic%20Union%20Report-
,New%20Numbers%3A%20The%20National%20Education%20Ass
ociation%20and%20the%20American%20Federation,in%204%20U
.S.%20Union%20Members 
38 Paul Theroux provides a heart-wrenching portrait of the 
devastation in the American Southeast in Deep South: Four 
Seasons on Back Roads, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2015. 
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support the wage demands of unionized teachers and 

government workers when that would raise their own taxes 

- when neither unions nor government did anything for 

them. Reagan Democrats  - white Rust Belt and Southern 

working-class voters - continued to vote Republican in 

national elections;. Donald Trump won all Rust-belt and 

Southern states in 2016 with the exception of Illinois.  

The New Democrat Response: Corporate Liberalism 

With the labor unions no longer able to mobilize less 

educated industrial workers, the Democratic party in the 

1990s, under the leadership of Bill Clinton and Al Gore, 

turned to U. S. corporations for funding and adopted a pro-

corporate agenda while relying on a coalition of unionized, 

educated government employees, minority groups, and 

LGBT citizens for electoral support. The Clinton-Gore 

“New Democrat” fraction of the Democratic party adopted a 

culturally liberal but fiscally moderate or conservative 

platform - satisfying both its core voters and its corporate 
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sponsors.39  Identitarian appeals to members of its coalition, 

weak and ineffective support for de-industrialized - and 

especially white - workers, and sponsorship of the globalist 

North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in 1994 

infuriated the white working class and widened the national 

political division.  

Super-Capitalism and the Dark Money State 

In liberal democracies market capitalism is supposed to 

operate within rules made by democratically elected 

officials; the people, through their representatives, set the 

ground rules. In actual fact, corporate elites have long 

sought to influence the election of legislators and the 

selection of judges through campaign contributions and 

lobbying. This pattern of government capture, where the 

powerful and wealthy essentially control the rules under 

which they operate, has been labeled “super-capitalism” by 

 
39 Michael Hirsh (2010). Capital Offense: How Washington's Wise 
Men Turned America's Future Over to Wall Street. Wiley.  
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former Labor Secretary Robert Reich.40
 Liberal lawmakers 

have sought to constrain supercapitalism through campaign 

finance legislation and other means.  

In Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission (2010), 

however, the Supreme Court ruled that the free speech 

clause of the First Amendment prohibits the government 

from restricting independent expenditures for political 

campaigns by corporations including non-profits. The 

decision opened a floodgate of “dark money” from the 

501(c)(4) corporations  that sprang up like mushrooms after 

Citizens United - that is, contributions from undisclosed 

sources. Dark money prevents voters from determining the 

source, credibility or motives of wealthy and powerful 

funders seeking to influence them.41 In a cancerous positive 

feedback loop, these donors place legislators and judges in 

place to benefit them with tax breaks and deregulation, thus 

increasing their wealth and their power to install additional 

 
40 Robert B, Reich (2007). Supercapitalism: The Transformation of 
Business, Democracy and Everyday Life. Vintage. 
41 Anna Massoglia (2020). “ ‘Dark money’ in politics skyrocketed in 
the wake of Citizens United.” Open Secrets. (January 27). 
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2020/01/dark-money-
10years-citizens-united/ 
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lawmakers to serve them - in a self-augmenting cycle. After 

Citizens United, “democracy” and “the rule of law” appear as 

covers for the legitimation of organized corporate 

kleptocracy.  

The Rise of American Populism 

From the 1990s until recently, the two major parties were 

frequently viewed as the right and left hand of corporate 

elites. As a letter to the San Jose Mercury News expressed this 

complaint, “the U.S. is a one-party system, the Corporate 

Party, with two wings.”42 Policies supported by large 

majorities have languished in committees while public 

approval of Congress, historically hovering around 40%, has 

declined to around 20% - with occasional dips below 10% - 

since 2013.43 Lower income and even middle-class citizens 

have become increasingly powerless. Princeton professor 

Martin Gilens wrote in 2005 that   

 
42 San Jose Mercury News, Letters to the Editor: “GOP, centrist 
Dems in one party: the Corporate Party” 
https://www.mercurynews.com/2019/09/24/letter-the-u-s-is-
really-a-one-party-system-the-corporate-party/ 
43showed  Gallup (2021). “Congress and the Public.” October.. 
https://news.gallup.com/poll/1600/congress-public.aspx 
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When Americans with different income levels 

differ in their policy preferences, actual policy 

outcomes strongly reflect the preferences of 

the most affluent but bear virtually no 

relationship to the preferences of poor or 

middle-income Americans. The vast 

discrepancy in government responsiveness to 

citizens with different incomes stands in stark 

contrast to the ideal of political equality that 

Americans hold dear…representational biases 

of this magnitude call into question the very 

democratic character of our society.44 

 

Dismissing elections as rituals of legitimation for a 

system they could not influence, many citizens condemned 

political elites and withdrew from politics. The most 

disaffected citizens - especially white-nationalist fringe 

groups - sought an “outsider” - a straight talking strongman 

 
44 Martin Gilens (2005). “Inequality and Democratic 
Responsiveness.” Public Opinion Quarterly, Vol. 69, No. 5,, p 778.  
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- to step beyond “political correctness,” recognize them as 

morally and politically considerable, give voice to their 

resentments, and restore the world they have lost. These 

citizens were long seen as potential recruits for an ultra-

right Republican party that could drive out its more 

moderate, liberal members and stand in sharp contrast to 

the Democrats.  

It is convenient to begin the story about populism 

with the 1992 presidential campaign of Patrick Buchanan, a 

proud descendent of Confederate soldiers and himself a 

member of the Sons of Confederate Veterans. Buchanan 

presented himself as the alternative to George H. W. Bush 

and his new world order. He was fiercely anti-globalist and 

anti-immigrant, and he surrounded himself with advisors 

with ties to such fringe groups as the Klu Klux Klan and the 

Aryan Nation. His advisor Samual Francis, a racist, nativist 

Washington Times columnist, was among the first to grasp 

that fringe groups that had been attracted to George 

Wallace and David Duke could be recruited as “new social 
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forces” playing an important role in the GOP and 

mainstream politics.45 

Republican party leaders welcomed these voters but 

shied from openly embracing their fringe beliefs and 

symbols. Candidates made coded appeals to racial fears - as 

when George H. W. Bush used a mug shot of Willie Horton 

- a black man with an Afro and a beard who had committed 

robbery, rape, and assault while on prison furlough - to 

paint the Democrats as soft on crime. Their strategy was to 

eat their cake and have it too - to draw on the voting power 

of soft racists and white nationalists while retaining their 

globalist, pro-corporation agenda46 Pat Buchanan, 

however, was having none of this bait and switch game. 

 
45Joseph Lowndes (2021). “Far-right extremism dominates 
the GOP. It didn’t start — and won’t end — with Trump.” The 
Washington Post (November 8). 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/2021/11/08/far-
right-extremism-dominates-gop-it-didnt-start-wont-end-
with-trump/ 

46 Erin Blakemore (2018). “How the Willie Horton Ad Played on 
Racism and Fear,”  History. (November 2). 
https://www.history.com/news/george-bush-willie-horton-racist-
ad 
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Challenging George H. W. Bush in 1992, he explained that 

both parties were essentially the same - liberal globalists.  

If the country wants to go in a liberal direction, 

if the country wants to go in the direction of 

[Democrats] George Mitchell and Tom Foley, 

it doesn't bother me as long as I've made the 

best case I can. What I can't stand are the back-

room deals. They're all in on it, the insider 

game, the establishment game—this is what 

we're running against.47 

Buchanan never succeeded in gaining the Republican 

presidential nomination, but his brand of ultra-right 

conservatism remained a force in the party, ready to rise 

when the opportunity came.   

 
47 Henry Allen (1992). ”The Iron Fist of Pat Buchanan.” The 
Washington Post. (February 17) 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/lifestyle/1992/02/17/t
he-iron-fist-of-pat-buchanan/832ad9b5-783d-425c-a792-
b5fc5bc8e70a/ 
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Packing the Supreme Court 

After the death of Justice Antonin Scalia in February 2016, 

the Republican-held Senate refused to consider President 

Obama’s nomination of Merrick Garland as his 

replacement. They proclaimed that the voting citizens 

should have a voice in his replacement during an election 

year. After Trump was elected, he nominated Neil Gorsuch 

and the Republican Senate confirmed him.  In 2018, upon 

the retirement of Justice Anthony Kennedy, Trump 

nominated Brett Kavanaught, viewed as even more 

conservative than Gorsuch. And when Justice Ruth Bader 

Ginsburg died, Trump nominated Amy Coney Barrett on 

September 26, 2020, just weeks before the presidential 

election, despite their prior refusal to consider Garland in an 

election year. Senator Sheldon Whitehouse has 

demonstrated how dark money in the wake of Citizens 

United has empowered far right groups, working through 

501(c)(4) corporations, to control the selection and 
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confirmation of Supreme Court Justices and thus to pack the 

Supreme Court.48
 

Democracy from Below 

Recent political theorists and activists in Europe, the United 

States, South America, and elsewhere, have noted the gap 

between the promise of representative democracy and what 

it delivers for the people. In response, new forms of 

democracy have arisen beyond institutional democratic 

mechanisms. John Dewey’s claim that “democracy is more 

than a form of government” is often cited in justifying such 

forms of citizen action. Perhaps the most important 

contemporary theorist of ‘democracy from below’ is Pierre 

Rosanvallon, who in 2008 noted that “… the inability of 

electoral/representative politics to keep its promises (has) 

led to the development of indirect forms of democracy,” 

 
48 Oma Seddiq. (2021). “This member of Congress wants everyone 
to know about the 'dark money scheme' that's 'captured' the 
Supreme Court.” Insider. November 20. 
https://www.businessinsider.com/sheldon-whitehouse-fighting-
to-end-dark-money-at-supreme-court-2021-11 
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many of which are organized informally and make extensive 

use of the Internet and social media.49   

Rosanvallon analyses these indirect forms in terms of 

three functions: oversight, prevention, and judgment. 

Oversight occurs as citizens monitor and publicize 

unacceptable behaviors of corporate and government 

actors. This can take the form of vigilance, denunciation, or 

expert evaluation, as when scientific and technical experts 

substantiate citizen claims. Prevention occurs as actors in 

civil society mobilize in resistance to proposed policies or 

opposition to enacted ones. Judgment involves the use of 

the courts - especially through well-publicized jury trials - 

to bring delinquent actors to justice. Rosanvallon 

emphasizes the potential ‘theatricality’ of courtrooms as 

archetypal public spaces crowded by ‘active spectators - a 

feature well-illustrated by the courtroom appearance of 

prominent Black pastors in the televised trial of murderers 

 
49  (p. 274). Pierre Rosanvallon, Counter-Democracy. Politics in an 
Age of Distrust (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008). 
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of Ahmaud Arbery - a move sharply contested by the 

defense attorneys.50   

Among the most visible informal ‘democracy from 

below’ forces has been Occupy!, an international movement 

opposing social and economic inequality and the absence of 

"real democracy".  It opposes the dominance of large 

corporations and the global financial system which 

undermine popular democracy, increase the wealth and 

power of a tiny minority and create instability. Taking its 

inspiration from the Arab Spring movement of 2009, and 

the global anti-austerity protests during 2010 and 2011 

including the Spanish Indignados Movement, the first 

Occupy action, Occupy Wall Street, began on September 17, 

2011, and was rapidly followed by other Occupy protests 

throughout the world. Occupy was halted by repressive 

government crackdowns but played an important role in 

placing gross inequality and ‘democracy from below’ 

 
50 Peter Wade (2021).  ‘We Don’t Want Any More Black Pastors in 
Here,’ Says Defense Lawyer in Ahmaud Arbery Case. Rolling Stone.   
(November 21). https://www.rollingstone.com/culture/culture-
news/ahmaud-arbery-case-defense-lawyer-black-pastors-
1256748/ 
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squarely in the political discourse. For example, former U.S. 

Vice President Al Gore declared in March 2012 that citizen 

activists should  "occupy democracy" - "Our democracy has 

been hacked. It no longer works to serve the best interests 

of the people."51 

Discussions of ‘democracy from below’ also consider 

‘experiments in democratic living,’ such as those of the 

Zapatistas in Chiapas, Mexico and of the Boggs Center in 

Detroit MIchigan. Both sponsor initiatives in alternative 

education and lifestyle. The Zapatistas launched an 

“Escuelita,” or Little School program in 2013, where 

outsiders spend a week living within an autonomous 

Zapatista community. The Boggs Center’s first activity was 

‘Detroit Summer,’ a multigenerational project in Detroit, 

Michigan, aimed at empowering local youth to improve 

their communities. Without any doubt, formal and 

informal citizen action ‘from below’ and democratic 

experiments in living will play essential roles in pro-

 
51 Daniel Terdiman (2012).  Al Gore with Sean Parker at SXSW: 
'Occupy democracy!' CNet.(March 12). 
https://www.cnet.com/news/al-gore-with-sean-parker-at-sxsw-
occupy-democracy/ 
 



Leonard J. Waks          39	
	

Dewey Studies                      Vol 5 · No 2 · 2021 

	

democracy efforts after the insurrection - a point detailed by 

Henrik Rydernfeld, Just Serrano-Zamora and several others 

in this issue. 

 

State Violence, Black Lives Matter, and the Hostile 

Racial Divide 

Black Lives Matter (BLM), another informally organized, 

network-savvy citizens action group, came to life in July 

2013, when the hashtag #BlackLivesMatter appeared on 

Twitter after George Zimmerman was acquitted after the 

shooting death of Trayvon Martin. It gained steam when 

two African American men,  Michael Brown in Ferguson, 

Missouri and Eric Garner in New York City, were killed by 

police. The movement sponsored subsequent 

demonstrations against the police killings of other African 

Americans, and came to broad notice during the 2016 

United States presidential election.52 BLM gained 

 
52 “Black Lives Matter: international activist movement.” 
Encyclopaedia Britannica. 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Black-Lives-Matter 
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international attention after the police killing of George 

Floyd in 2020 in Minneapolis at the hands of officer Derek 

Chauvin sparked a massive protest - one of the largest in U. 

S. history. The Pew Research Center reported in 2020 that  

67% of adult Americans expressed some support for BLM.53 

In reaction, right-wing groups adopted the phrase “All Lives 

Matter” to show their rejection of BLM and support for 

police officers. South African theorist David Theo Goldberg 

notes that "All Lives Matter" means “racial dismissal, 

ignoring, and denial."54  The phrase “Blue Lives Matter” has 

also been employed to show support for the police in 

countering alleged criminals and protesters.  

Donald Trump and Fake News 

After the Republican party’s more ‘moderate’ presidential 

candidates in 2008 and 2012 lost soundly to Barack Obama, 

 
53 Parker, Kim; Horowitz, Juliana Menasce; Anderson, Monica ( 
2020). "Majorities Across Racial, Ethnic Groups Express Support 
for the Black Lives Matter Movement". Pew Research Center's 
Social & Demographic Trends Project. (June 12).  
54  David Theo Goldberg, (2015). "Why 'Black Lives Matter' 
Because All Lives Don't Matter in America". The Huffington Post. 
September 25. https://www.huffpost.com/entry/why-black-lives-
matter_b_8191424 
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Donald Trump - appealing directly to disaffected white 

voters - seized control of the Republican party in the 2016 

presidential primaries. Trump's decidedly immoderate 

campaign appealed directly to disaffected white voters; it 

was marked by attacks on Muslims, Mexicans and other 

immigrant groups. On November 20, 2015 Trump floated 

the idea of creating a database of all Muslims in the United 

States. At a Nov. 21, 2015, campaign stop in Birmingham, 

Alabama Trump stated that on September 11, 2001 he 

“watched when the World Trade Center came tumbling 

down. And I watched in Jersey City, N.J., where thousands 

and thousands of people were cheering as that building was 

coming down.” Extensive coverage has turned up no such 

celebrations in New Jersey.55 He castigated Mexicans at the 

border as ”Drug dealers, criminals, rapists.”56 He attacked 

protesters at his campaign rallies, stating that his supporters 

 
55 Jenna Johnson and Abigail Hauslohner (2017). ‘I think Islam 
hates us’: A timeline of Trump’s comments about Islam and 
Muslims. The Washington Post. May 20.  
 
56 BBC News (2016). '”Drug dealers, criminals, rapists': What 
Trump thinks of Mexicans” August 31.  
https://www.bbc.com/news/av/world-us-canada-37230916 
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should actively silence protesters, and promising to pay 

their legal fees if they become too aggressive.57 Trump won 

the presidency in the electoral college despite losing the 

popular vote. 

One of Trump's earliest post-election moves was to 

declare without evidence that he would have won the 

popular vote were it not for the "millions of people" who 

had voted illegally for Hillary Clinton.58 Despite clear visual 

evidence to the contrary, Trump claimed that the crowd at 

his inauguration was the largest in history.59  He dismissed 

all negative information about his election and 

administration as “fake news” and attacked journalists as 

 
57 Alan Rappeport (2016). Donald Trump Says He May Pay Legal 
Fees of Accused Attacker From Rally. The New York Times March 
13.  https://www.nytimes.com/politics/first-
draft/2016/03/13/donald-trump-says-he-may-pay-legal-fees-of-
accused-attacker/ 
58 Tom LoBianco (2016). “Trump falsely claims 'millions of people 
who voted illegally' cost him popular vote” CNN. November 28. 
https://edition.cnn.com/2016/11/27/politics/donald-trump-
voter-fraud-popular-vote/index.html 
59 Timothy B. Lee (2017). “Trump claims 1.5 million people came 
to his inauguration. Here's what the evidence shows.” Vox, 
January 23. https://www.vox.com/policy-and-
politics/2017/1/21/14347298/trump-inauguration-crowd-size 
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“enemies of the people.”60 Both proved to be effective 

propaganda techniques. 61 Captive audiences of right wing 

media like Fox News devoured his disinformation. A 

Fairleigh Dickinson University poll in 2011 showed that 

Fox News viewers were least informed about current events 

among TV news viewers, and were even less informed than 

those who watched no TV news.62  

Silvio Waisbord argues that the spread of populist 

media like Fox News- and its counterparts on the left - 

undermines democratic communication. “Populism’s 

binary, conflictive view of politics is anathema to the 

“communication commons” as a public space for discussion 

and negotiation… it (populism) is contrary to 

communicative principles of democratic life—civility, 

 
60 BBC News (2018). “Media seen as enemy of people - Donald 
Trump”. (November 1). Video. 
https://www.bbc.com/news/av/world-us-canada-46057126 
61  BBC (2108).  “How President Trump took 'fake news' into the 
mainstream.”  
62 Kenneth Rapoza (2011). Fox News Viewers Uninformed, NPR 
Listeners Not, Poll Suggests. Forbes, November 21. 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/kenrapoza/2011/11/21/fox-news-
viewers-uninformed-npr-listeners-not-poll-
suggests/?sh=70f4ced74fd8 
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diversity, tolerance, reason, and truth.” 63 The bifurcation of 

media audiences - print and online - into fractions on the 

right and left, with opposed sources of information and 

“alternative facts,” confronting one another in anger, now 

impedes the formation of the epistemic authority necessary 

for informed public discussion - a point considered by Sarah 

Stitzlein, Ming Ming Chiu et al, Vincent Colapoetro and 

others in this issue.  

The Entrance of the Far Right Fringe into the Political 

Mainstream 

After the election of the first Black president, Barack 

Obama, in 2008, the “new social forces” envisioned by 

Francis and Buchanan sprung to life with a 

vengeance. Two new informal, media-savvy groups - 

the Oath Keepers and the Proud Boys - demand 

attention because of their role in the January 6 

insurrection.  

 
63 Silvio Waisbord (2018). “Why Populism is Troubling for 
Democratic Communication.” Communication, Culture and 
Critique, Volume 11, Issue 1, March 2018, 21–34, p. 22f. 
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 The Oath Keepers is a far-right anti-government 

militia, formed in 2009 by Elmer Stewart Rhodes, a former 

Army paratrooper and staffer for Republican Congressman 

Ron Paul.  Members, many of whom are drawn from the 

military and law enforcement, claim to be defending the U. 

S. Constitution.The name derives from Rhodes’ assertion 

that HItler could have been stopped had German military 

officers kept their oath to the German constitution. 

Members are encouraged to disobey what they regard as 

unconstitutional orders, using violence where necessary. 

The group focused on alleged government overreach 

during the Obama years; for example, sending armed Oath 

Keepers to the Bundy Ranch standoff in 2014, to support 

those accused of illegally grazing stock on federal land. It 

claims to reject racism and white nationalism; Rhodes stated 

in 2011: "I'm a quarter Mexican. I'm part Apache Indian. I'm 

hardly a poster child for white supremacy." Armed Oath 

Keepers were also present at Ferguson Missouri after the 

protests after the killing of Micheal Brown, and at other 

Black Lives Matter protests, sowing fear among protesters. 

The group claims to have been at these protests solely to 
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prevent rioting and to protect property and in other ways to 

help the police.64 The Oath Keepers also deny involvement 

in the  Jan. 6 insurrection. "We were there to protect Trump 

supporters from Antifa," Rhodes said. "That's why my guys 

were wearing helmets and body armor and goggles." The 

January 6 Commission of the House of Representatives is 

investigating this unlikely claim.65  

The Proud Boys is an exclusively male American neo-

fascist organization advocating political violence.66 It was 

founded by right-wing commentator Gavin McInnes and 

now led by Enrique Tarrio. Although the group also 

officially rejects white nationalism, and indeed is currently 

led by Enrique Tarrio, a non-White Latino man, the group 

shares many views with white nationaliost groups: anti-

 
64 Sarah Fowler (2015). “Ferguson unrest: Who are the mysterious 
'Oath Keepers'.” BBC News (August 12). 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-33867245 
65 Ryan Lucas (2021).”Who Are The Oath Keepers?” NPR. (April 
10). https://www.npr.org/2021/04/10/985428402/who-are-the-
oath-keepers-militia-group-founder-scrutinized-in-capitol-riot-
probe 
66  Matthew Kriner and Jon Lewis, (2021).In Cruickshank, Paul; 
Hummel, Kristina (eds.). "Pride & Prejudice: The Violent Evolution 
of the Proud Boys." CTC Sentinel. Combating Terrorism Center. 14 
(6): 26–38. 
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feminism, anti-Islam. anti-Semitism, and anti-immigrant. 

Mr. Tarrio’s denial of racism is called into question by his 

arrest in Washington on Jan. 4 on charges of destruction, 

for burning a Black Lives Matter banner torn from a historic 

Black church during a December 2020 Pro-Trump ‘rigged 

election’ protest in Washington. One of its distinguishing 

core values is the advocacy of violence.67 

The “Proud Boys” name comes from the Walt 

Disney song  "Proud of Your Boy" from the movie 

Aladdin, where Aladdin apologizes to his mother for 

being a bad son and promises to make her proud. 

McInnes sees this as an apology for being male, and 

uses the term ‘Proud Boys’ ironically to refer to 

unrepentant masculinism. The loyalty oath for new 

members is:  "I'm a proud Western chauvinist. I 

refuse to apologize for creating the modern world."68  

 
67 For further detail, see Shannon, Joel (September 30, 2020). 
"Who are the Proud Boys? Far-right group has concerned experts 
for years". USA Today. 
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2020/09/30/who-
proud-boys-group-mentioned-debate-has-violent-
history/5868406002/ 
68 Nicole Disser (2016). "Gavin McInnes and his Proud Boys want 
to make white men great again". Bedford + Bowery. New 
York.(July 28). https://bedfordandbowery.com/2016/07/gavin-



Leonard J. Waks          48	
	

Dewey Studies                      Vol 5 · No 2 · 2021 

	

Trump advisor Roger Stone has close ties to 

the Proud Boys, and the group has rallied to Trump.69  

During Trump’s 2016 campaign, however, McInnes 

said: "I want violence, I want punching in the face. 

I'm disappointed in Trump supporters for not 

punching enough."70 At the September 29 2020 

presidential debate, Trump refused to condemn these 

groups and their violence against protesters, claiming 

that all the political violence in the country was 

coming from Antifa and the left.  Asked about the 

Proud Boys in particular, Trump told them to “stand 

back and stand by,” interpreted widely - and correctly 

- as an invitation to political violence if Trump lost 

the election. 

 
mcinnes-and-his-proud-boys-want-to-make-white-men-great-
again/ 
69 Katelyn Polantz (2021). “Feds investigated Roger Stone ties to 
Proud Boys as part of possible threat to judge.”  CNN. (February 
17). 
https://edition.cnn.com/2021/02/17/politics/roger-stone-proud-
boys-amy-berman-jackson/index.html 
70 McInnis now says that he regrets saying that violence solves 
problems. ABC News (2018). “Proud Boys Founder Denies Inciting 
Violence.” https://abcnews.go.com/US/proud-boys-founder-
denies-inciting-violence-responds-feels/story?id=59758209 
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Both of these groups no doubt also see 

themselves as participating in ‘democracy from 

below.’ One of our major theoretical challenges ahead 

is sorting out the different forms of citizen action and 

establishing criteria for democratic vs. anti - 

democratic populist forms. Just Serrano-Zamora 

addresses this need later in this issue. 

To The Capital 

Throughout late 2020 the Trump campaign 

dismissed surveys showing him trailing Joe Biden, 

and in August 2020, just before the Democratic 

National Convention nominated Biden, Trump told 

a rally in Wisconsin that “the only way we're going to 

lose this election is if the election is rigged.” After 

losing, Trump refused to concede, insisting the 

election had been “stolen.” Congress was set to certify 

the election results on January 6th, 2021. Trump - 

with the support of a large contingent of his far-right 

GOP supporters in Congress - invited his followers 
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to Washington and directed them towards the 

Capital to “fight like hell” and “stop the steal.” 

The Oath Keepers and Proud Boys played 

prominent roles in the January 6 insurrection as 

Donald Trump’s foot soldiers.71 Perhaps more 

important, ethno- nationalist and neo-fascist 

sympathizers have become a dominant faction within 

the Republican congressional caucus. As an insult to 

the idea of peaceful transfer of power, 147 Republican 

members of Congress, even after the insurrection, 

voted against certifying Biden’s election victory.72 

With a declining percentage of older white 

male voters to shore up its base, the GOP needs these 

far-right fringe voters for political survival and 

 
71  Tom Dreisbach (2021). Conspiracy Charges Bring Proud Boys' 
History Of Violence Into Spotlight. NPR. (April 9). 
https://www.npr.org/2021/04/09/985104612/conspiracy-
charges-bring-proud-boys-history-of-violence-into-spotlight; 
Tom Dreisbach (2021). Capitol riot suspects had more ties to Oath 
Keepers than previously known. NPR. (November 1). 
https://www.npr.org/2021/11/10/1054024084/capitol-riot-
suspects-had-more-ties-to-oath-keepers-than-previously-known 
72 Karen Yourish, Larry Buchanan and Denise Lu (2021). The 147 
Republicans Who Voted to Overturn Election Results. (January 7). 
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2021/01/07/us/elections/e
lectoral-college-biden-objectors.html 
 



Leonard J. Waks          51	
	

Dewey Studies                      Vol 5 · No 2 · 2021 

	

cannot cross them. Today many GOP office-holders 

openly embrace their symbols, and few will stand up 

to them. As a result, one of the two major American 

political parties is now ultra-right and anti-liberal. 

After the insurrection, as Samuel Francis and Pat 

Buchanan foresaw, the violent, illiberal fringe has 

established itself in the political mainstream. As a 

recent Pew survey shows, the idea that the two 

parties are the same has lost its appeal.73 

 

Conclusion 

This special issue addresses the issues confronting us after 

the Insurrection. I leave it up to our authors to spell these 

out in detail, but a few big-picture issues stand out: the anti-

democratic potential of neoliberalism, gross income and 

wealth inequality, protections of worker rights and 

recognition, cultural limits to multiculturalism and 

 
73 Pew Research Center (2019). Partisan Antipathy: More Intense, 
More Personal. (October 10). 
https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2019/10/10/partisan-
antipathy-more-intense-more-personal 
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absorption of migrants, illiberal forms of plebiscite-based 

democracy, unbridgeable political polarization, post-truth 

fake news and loss of epistemic authority, dark money 

politics and democratic kleptocracy, and the destruction of 

independent judiciaries, to name just a few. These issues will 

set the pro- democracy political, social, cultural and 

educational agenda in the years to come.  

The editors of Dewey Studies invite our readers to 

reflect on the articles in this issue and welcome article 

submissions that continue the conversation about the 

insurrection and contemporary challenges to democracy. 
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Liberal Democracy - Part of the Problem? 

 

hile we might expect our contributors 

to discuss the insurrection and address 

ways to stamp out far-right 

insurrectionists, our authors take quite different paths. 

Some start by insisting that our entrenched institutions of 

liberal representative democracy may themselves contribute 

to the crisis. Our problem, they suggest, is not, at first 

instance, saving liberal democracy but interrogating it to 

discover needed modifications or supplements - to create a 

more robust form of democracy.  

Roberto Frega strikes this keynote in “The Solution 

to the Ills of Democracy is More Democracy.” He states that 

while there is much talk about the crisis in liberal 

democracy, “the idea that the greatest threat contemporary 

societies are facing is the crisis of liberal democracy is at the 

same time accurate and misguided.” It is accurate because 

individual rights are under attack. It is misguided because it 

“tacitly reduces the democratic project to its…liberal 

W 
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variant.” This reduction obscures other possible forms of 

democracy- some of which were actively discussed before 

the collapse of European socialism and the broad imposition 

of the neoliberal order. While democracy presupposes 

individual freedom, Frega notes, it also requires equality and 

solidarity. Economic neoliberalism has exacerbated gross 

inequality and undermined the conditions for solidarity. We 

must therefore move towards economic democracy by 

confronting undemocratic managerial structures and 

assuring decision-making rights for workers.  

Economic globalization clearly has winners and 

losers. In “The Problem Is Us,” Shannon Sullivan notes that 

the winners - often the quickest to defend liberal 

representative institutions - are highly educated, largely 

white, cosmopolitan ‘Anywheres’ - people like ‘us’ - while 

the losers are less educated ‘Somewheres’ with limited 

mobility. The wages for the winners include enhanced social 

respect and esteem: “Globalization puts the class of 

educated, technocratic, cognitively elite people at the top of 

the hierarchy of esteem.” The crisis results from populist 

efforts by the losers to blow up that hierarchy. For Sullivan, 
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the best response is to join the effort to undermine the 

hierarchy of esteem through policies that benefit the 

“Somewheres’ - e.g., diverting government funds from 

universities to technical schools and providing reparations 

for Black and indigenous workers.  

Economic democracy is also central in Kris Millett’s 

“Fascism and the Enduring Problem of the Liberal 

Individual in Polanyi.” Millett notes parallels between 

European fascism and today’s populism, and turns to Karl 

Polanyi’s diagnosis of fascism as a crisis of the liberal 

individualist subject; today’s atomized individuals have lost 

the ability to compose and take charge of their personal and 

communal lives. Polanyi offers a ‘thick’ individualism in 

place of the fragmented, atomistic individualism of classical 

liberalism. Individuality, as he sees it, is the capacity to 

accept personal and moral responsibility and to sustain 

community. Polanyi, anticipating Frega, sees this as 

requiring extension of democracy beyond liberal 

representative political institutions to include individual 

rights in the economic sphere.  
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While we can learn important lessons from past 

thought-leaders, we also have to critique those who have 

contributed to our current crisis, and chief among these as 

promoting market fundamentalism is Friedrich Hayek 

(whose ideas were influenced by socialist Karl Polanyi’s 

younger brother, liberal Michael Polanyi).  Robert Vinten, 

in “Hayek, Scepticism, and Democracy: A Wittgensteinian 

Critique,” argues that Hayek’s atomistic psychology led him 

into the trap Wittgenstein diagnoses in his discussion of 

private languages. Hayek believed that individual 

perceptions were private in the sense that they could not 

adequately be disclosed to others. On this basis, Vinten 

suggests, Hayek thought that individual preferences could 

not be disclosed to a central planning bureau, and thus that 

central planning would inevitably be epistemically flawed; 

only markets could accommodate individual preferences.  

Vinten notes that the image of a unitary, isolated ‘central 

planner’ is a myth. Planners coordinate with others closer to 

the field of action. “Planning is not a matter of an individual 

planning out every last detail of how an economy is to be 

run.” In a socialist society workers gain economic 
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knowledge in their workplaces and localities and contra 

Hayek can make that knowledge available to their unions 

and planning boards; there is no a priori 

epistemological barrier preventing central planners from 

knowing, at the appropriate level of specificity, what 

individual actors know and want.  

While all of the above authors are for democracy, the 

contemporary priority for all is to modify or extend it to 

address the social and economic problems of those left 

behind. By contrast, for Guoping Zhao, in “On the Threat 

to Liberal Democracy,” the defence of liberal democracy 

against authoritarian populist incursions is the pressing 

challenge. She worries that left-populist social and 

economic narratives pitting winners against losers - elites 

against the people - are tacit invitations for authoritarian 

responses. She is for the protection of the poor and 

oppressed. She grants that the liberal account of the 

individual subject needs thickening (perhaps along lines 

similar to one or both Polanyi’s) to unleash the potentialities 

and recognize the inherent relatedness of individuals. 

Individuals must find means to connect, but Zhao insists 
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these connections should be as individuals, not as members 

of oppositional groups. 

 

Cultural Democracy 

In “Irrationalism, Liberal Democracies, and Individual 

Freedom,” Donatello Aramini extends the analysis from the 

social and economic to the cultural sphere, in his discussion 

of George L. Mosse, the great historian of European 

fascism.74  If, for Polanyi, fascism arises from the failure of 

liberal democracy and market capitalism to provide spaces 

for responsible individual and communal action, for Mosse 

the problem lies in their failure to provide channels for 

expression of deeper, unconscious drives. Populism, unlike 

liberalism, offers a rich menu of myths, symbols, and 

liturgies, but these swallow up individuality in irrational 

mass solidarity. What can democracy offer in its place to 

channel these dark forces in human nature? 

 
74 This contribution has personal meaning for me, as Mosse was 
my greatly beloved teacher of European history at the University 
of Wisconsin. 
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Mosse agrees with Frega that any cohesive society needs 

solidarity. He calls for a ‘new politics’ based on mass 

participation - a kind of democratic theater - balanced with 

critical education in support of humane nationalism as an 

alternative to populist ethno-nationalism. While Frega and 

Polanyi call for economic democracy, Moose appears to opt 

for participatory cultural democracy.  

 

Confucian Democracy 

Also along cultural lines, several authors take up the idea of 

a distinct form of democracy for the Confucian culture area. 

Sor-hoon Tan states that democracy for this area should not 

be “the form of de facto American liberal democracy,” but 

rather one suited to Confucian communitarian values. She 

notes the glaring difference in American and Asian citizen 

responses to COVID:  many individuals in liberal, rights-

centered political societies disregarded the responsibility of 

care for others in a zealous defense of their individual 

liberties, while in Confucian societies “the virtue of 

humaneness (ren) disposes a person to respect and care for 
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one’s immediate kin as well as fellow citizens.” A democracy 

for this region must respect its distinct values.  

Confucius, Tan notes, stated that without trust, the 

people will not stand together with the government 

(Analects 12.7). She suggests (anticipating Serrano-Zamora 

and other ‘democratic experimentalists’ below) that for 

governments to attain trust today they must also enlist 

citizens in public inquiry, “putting at their disposal the tools 

of inquiry (from timely information to open fora for 

discussion) that will enable them to learn as well as 

contribute.”  

Stephen Chatelier recounts his first visit to China, 

where endless construction sites were surrounded by walls 

plastered with socialist slogans - like “Freedom and 

Democracy.” He found these slogans jarring until, with Soja 

and Said, he understood that “there is no absolute, pure, or 

fixed notion of democracy,” that as our conceptions travel, 

as they “encounter new spaces of cultural politics” they “take 

on new shape and new meaning.” Chatelier considers 

“socialism with Chinese characteristics'' to have new 

meaning - not as an imminent vision but as an ideological 
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guardian against a slide into a toxic form of individualist 

capitalism. Thus, instead of emphasizing the “crashing 

waves of illiberalism weakening democracy’s very 

foundations,” Chatelier invites us to consider the crisis in 

democracy as resulting from the imposition of 

neoliberalism, resulting in our anti-democratic political 

culture and ultimately the insurrection. For the West, he 

says, the question becomes what can function as our 

guardian of democracy?  

 

Democracy from Below   

The State is not the only, or arguably even the most 

important, actor in democratic society. As Dewey insisted, 

democracy is not a form of government but a way of life. 

Some of our authors prioritize citizen action in non-

government organizations or loosely connected online 

networks.  

Judy Whipps, in “Addressing Toxic Nationalism with 

Addams and Balch,” draws on the wisdom of Nobel laureates 

Jane Addams and Emily Greene Balch. Addams promotes 

“intentional openness to multiple perspectives” as a counter 
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to toxic nationalism. The term “intentional openness” 

suggests distinct practices of self-development to make 

natural openness more deliberate and principled. The 

resulting awareness of and concern for others can then 

spark participation in non-government cross-cultural 

projects - the example Whipps provides is the international 

effort of young people to assist in post war reconstruction 

after World War II. Like Mosse, Addams and Balch 

envision a humane nationalism as a potentially creative 

force unifying diverse peoples. Like Zhou, these mentors 

also warn against the pressure of conformity implicit in 

identitarian politics. Balch (like Rydenfelt and Colapietro, 

below) asks us continually to challenge our beliefs to create 

a “vibrant diversity of thought.”  

The theme of democratic projects is further developed 

by Wai Kit Choi, in “John Dewey, Grace Lee Boggs, and the 

Democracy Project in the Time of Right-Wing Populism.” 

Starting with the insight that right-wing populism in 

America did not begin with Donald Trump, Choi argues 

that the best way to counter it is through projects where 

“people work from below to enact democracy.” Participation 
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in social movements, working day to day with diverse 

others, “associational democracy.” Choi cites the 

movements for women's suffrage and civil rights as 

historical examples, and Grace Lee Boggs’ Detroit Summer 

and Black Lives Matter as contemporary instances.  

Not all projects succeed - though all can be considered 

experiments that offer valuable lessons. The idea of 

democratic experiments is front and center in Henrik 

Rydenfelt’s “Educating for the Democratic Experiment.” 

Democracy, Rydenfelt states, is an experiment, not a set of 

fixed institutions, practices or ideals. For pragmatists, 

democracy then relies on inquiry - but even the methods of 

inquiry themselves are not fixed; they evolve to meet new 

challenges. Rydenfelt explores lessons to be learned from an 

environmental protest in Finland that led to angry, 

polarized altercations on social media that drowned out the 

initial point of the protest. Remarkably, Rydenfelt suggests 

that even the January 6th insurrection may be considered a 

democratic experiment. Rather than simply writing off the 

participants as anti-democratic, and failing to learn anything 
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from their actions, we must investigate the issues and ideals 

that motivated them and consider them on their merits.  

For Rydenfelt, all democracy from below projects can 

(with charity) be viewed as experiments. Clearly 

participants in projects as unlike as the Elokapina 

environmental movement and the Proudboys will not see 

eye to eye on epistemic values. Justo Serrano-Zamora, in 

“Populism, Democratic Experimentalism, and 

Neoliberalism’s Epistemic Challenge to Democracy,” takes 

up this issue. He notes that while knowledge and truth are 

always vulnerable, the current situation involves new 

factors such as digital technologies, the marketization of 

information on social media, and the glaring incapacity of 

contemporary epistemic authorities to resolve pressing 

issues. These factors erode two epistemic conditions for 

democracy: trust in epistemic authorities and a broad 

orientation toward truth.  

Serrano Zamora asks how we can distinguish and 

evaluate the different epistemic orientations of populism 

and democratic experimentalism - approaches often 

conflated by the mainstream media because they are both 
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attempts at ‘democracy from below’ to combat 

neoliberalism. He notes two main differences. First, 

populism turns away from rational inquiry in favor of 

experiential immediacy and emotion, while 

experimentalism articulates experience and emotion within 

inquiry. Second, experimentalism distances itself from 

atomic individualism in favor of collective inquiry with 

spaces to accommodate conflict. Experimentalism is thus 

more likely to move in the direction of restoring the 

epistemic conditions for democracy.  

Right-wing pundits ironically characterize 

progressive attitudes as “woke,” because some left populists 

appropriated the term from African-Americans who 

reminded themselves to “stay woke” after Martin Luther 

King stated that we have to stay awake to racial injustice; 

they applied the term “woke” to themselves to claim they are 

speaking from an elevated, more consciously evolved, moral 

vantage point - thus displaying an unappealing arrogant 

elitism. The right has then used the resentment against this 

“woke” stance to fan flames of resentment against all those 

advocating for social justice; In particular, it has denounced 
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demands for removal of monuments to racists as arrogant 

“erasure of the past” by the woke “cancel culture” Sophie 

Ward, in “Material Culture in the Identitarian Episteme: 

Dewey and the War on Woke,” counters this attack by 

taking up Black Lives Matter protests against these statues. 

She turns to Dewey’s account of cultural change to make her 

case. There is nothing “neutral” in describing the opposed 

experiential responses to the statues as merely “different but 

equally valid.” For Dewey, the moral function of art is to 

remove prejudice, to “do away with the scales that keep the 

eye from seeing,” to “tear away the veils due to wont and 

custom.” For Dewey, the ‘rhythms in human history’ 

(Dewey, 2005, p. 262) move us beyond prior ways of 

engaging with the world. For Ward, we have moved beyond 

the “nation state” episteme - within which slave traders could 

be viewed as imperialst heroes - to an “identitarian” 

episteme centered on diversity and recognition, within 

which celebration of slave traders is outdated and bizarre.  
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Democracy as Collective, Communicative Inquiry 

Perhaps Ward would agree that the “identitarian episteme” 

is itself a kind of democratic experiment, prompting inquiry 

into its effects. Democratic experimentalism requires a 

willingness to develop and test news ideas.  

This theme is taken up by Vincent Colapietro in a 

fitting capstone to this section, “Essaying Democracy – 

Composing Publics.” For Colapietro, a democratic public 

has to constitute itself. No fixed constitution can define us. 

While our written constitution provides guidelines, few 

practices are as obstructive of democratic self-constitution 

as constitutional interpretations that attempt to fix its 

meaning.  

But how are we to constitute ourselves? Cooperative 

inquiry is our method. But communication is an integral 

part of inquiry. Facts and interpretations have to be 

circulated, absorbed, digested, critiqued. A polity is a “city of 

words.” We constitute ourselves in our rich conversations - 

in periodicals, lectures, blogs … protest speeches and even 

Facebook posts, I would add. Words, says Colapietro, are 

actions, just as actions speak - sometimes louder than any 
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words. Colapietro urges us to listen to our poets and artists 

as we speak; they help us - as Ward also insists - “to 

appreciate at a visceral and a cerebral level the words 

required to break through ‘the crust of conventionalized and 

routine consciousness’” (Dewey, LW 2, 349). In our 

collective practice of self-constituting we must, following 

William James, “catch the higher, healthier tone.”  I take 

James (and Colapietro) to mean that in and by our words we 

must show respect for our audiences, our intellectual 

resources, ourselves and our own contributions - a powerful 

rebuke to populisms and their lower, contemptuous tone.  
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The editors of Dewey Studies are pleased to release our second special 

issue, on “After the Insurrection: Addressing the Crisis in Liberal 

Democracy” 
 

***  

 

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 Austin Rooney 

(austin.rooney@camden.rutgers.edu), ideas for panels and special 

issues, interviews, research notes to Paul Cherlin 

(cherlin.paul.b@gmail.com), and book reviews and composite 

review articles to Reviews Editor Daniel Brunson 

(daniel.brunson@morgan.edu). 
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n the last decades there has been much talk about the 

crisis of liberal democracy in almost all quarters of 

political theory and political science, in Europe as well 

as in the United States. The idea that the greatest threat 

contemporary societies are facing is the crisis of liberal 

democracy is at the same time accurate and misguided. 

Accurate, since some of the central tenets of the liberal 

conception of democracy are effectively under siege in the 

most advanced democracies of the world. The dismantling 

of constitutional protections in Poland and in Hungary, and 

the steady rise of authoritarian regimes across the world 

raise more than legitimate worries. But this diagnosis is also 

somehow misguided because it tacitly reduces the 

democratic project to its later, partial, liberal variant. 

Liberal democracy is not the alpha and omega of 

democracy, but merely a version among others. 20th 

century’s political theory had a more fine-grained 

understanding of the rich variety of available models of 

democracy. Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba, for example, 

distinguished between an Anglo-American, a Continental, 

I 
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and a Scandinavian model of democracy. In their path-

breaking work on political cultures, they sought for the 

different responses to totalitarianism in diverse sets of social 

and cultural attitudes and values. In their wake, Arend 

Lijphart coined the term ‘consociational democracy’ to 

describe the unique features of a model of democracy that 

has been key to the social and political development of post-

WWII Europe. The large debate between the liberal and the 

socialist variant of democracy that has sparked till the fall of 

the Socialist block in the late ‘80s reminds us that we have 

unfortunately lost the sense that democracy means more 

than the defense of individual rights against the arbitrary 

interference of the State in people’s lives. 

What these and similar approaches have in common, 

is the idea that democracy does not denote merely a set of 

formal political institutions – the rule of law, constitutional 

guarantees, separation of powers, universal suffrage, etc. – 

but more broadly a full-blown social system. The 

French philosopher Claude Lefort considered 

democracy to denote the ‘form of society’ that stemmed out 

of the French and American Revolutions and that set up a 
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new type of form of life based on the rejection of privilege. 

Before him, Alexis de Tocqueville dubbed the democratic 

society “the society of equals”, to underline the 

revolutionary advent of a society in which social status did 

not provide exclusive rights. And John Dewey, of course, 

has extensively argued that democracy denotes first and 

foremost a way of life. That is, a set of values, practices, 

institutions that permeates all quarters of social life, from 

the family to the workplace. According to this ‘wide view of 

democracy’, democratic political institutions merely 

complete such a democratic order, which mostly consists of 

social habits, routines, shared values, patterns of interaction. 

The idea of democracy that authors such as Dewey 

and Lefort have in mind cannot be reduced to what today 

we mean by ‘liberal democracy’, for at least two reasons. The 

first is that today’s debates on democracy are almost 

exclusively concerned with the fate of formal political 

institutions. Democracy is said to be in crisis when formal 

political institutions are under siege, such as in Poland or in 

Hungary. Or when populist parties seize power and 

challenge liberal and cosmopolitan values. We seem to have 
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almost forgotten that democracy is equally under siege 

when workplaces, educational institutions, or families are 

dominated by authoritarian patterns of interaction. The 

second is that the democratic project as it unfolded from the 

twin French and American revolutions did not merely 

install ‘freedom’ as the overarching modern political value. 

The French revolutionaries saw this in clearest when they 

set the three values of freedom, equality, and fraternity at 

the heart of the revolutionary process. 

The democratic societies born out of these 

revolutions are based on a fragile combination of these three 

values. To that extent, they are no more ‘liberal’ than 

‘egalitarian’. During the 20th century, the ideological battle 

between socialism and capitalism kept this intuition alive in 

the conceptual battle between liberal and socialist 

conceptions of democracy. Yet even this view is insufficient, 

since it conveys the false idea that a democratic society can 

be built privileging the one to the detriment of the other. 

Nor the attempt done by philosophers such as Etienne 

Balibar to synthesize these views into a unified account of 

democracy as being based on the value of equaliberty is 
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sufficient to recapture the unique meaning of the 

democratic project. 

The fall of the socialist block has proven beyond 

doubt that there cannot be democracy without freedom. But 

the more recent crisis of liberal democracy tells us that the 

liberal alternative is equally incomplete: there cannot be 

democracy without equality and solidarity.  

Renewing the democratic project requires that we 

move beyond the idea of liberal democracy. Liberalism can 

be the appropriate foundation of a modern society only to 

the extent that, as once again Dewey noted, it is understood 

under the very radical view of a social liberalism. Liberalism 

thus understood overcomes the dualism of liberalism and 

socialism, and to an extent the concept becomes so stretched 

to lose its original meaning. Thinkers such as Piero Gobetti 

and Carlo Rosselli clearly understood this, and concluded 

that such a view could be called either liberal socialism or 

social liberalism. 

With Dewey, Tocqueville, and Lefort, we may then 

simply want to call it ‘democracy’. Democracy as the name 

of the project that defines Western modern societies, 
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thrives only when the social order makes adequate room for 

individual freedom, social equality, and solidarity.  

From this perspective, what is in crisis today is not 

liberal democracy, but democracy overall. Compared to any 

past era, there has never been so much individual freedom 

as we experience it today. Even though equality has been 

diminishing almost everywhere, what seems to be even 

more lacking, is an appropriate form of solidarity, if by 

solidarity we mean this unique form of social cooperation 

that is appropriate among free and equal individuals. It is the 

glue that keep people together once pre-modern forms of 

social bond are rejected.  

For a society to be democratic, individuals ought to 

be free, equal in terms of civil, political, and social rights, 

and capable and willing of interacting in ways that respect 

and promote these values. 
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Cultural and Economic Democracy 

Dewey has been at the origin of a school of political thought 

later called the cultural theory of politics, which clearly 

understood that a democratic society thrives only when 

democratic political institutions are backed by a solid set of 

cultural values and social practices. That is, when it builds 

on a wider social ontology of democracy. The social 

ontology of democracy defines those individual habits, 

shared patterns of interaction, and forms of organization 

through which individuals can cooperate as free and equal 

in all walks of life. It is only when society is built on these 

solid ontological foundations that democracy is healthy and 

thriving. So, the obvious question is: how then to promote 

such a democratic culture? 

The solution pragmatists foresaw was to invest in 

social institutions as places where to train and develop 

democratic habits. Yet, contrary to J. S. Mill, democratic 

workplaces and democratic schools have not to be seen 

merely as ‘schools of democracy’. Their aim is not 

instrumental: working in a democratic workplace, learning 

in a democratic school is certainly a means to develop 
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democratic habits that will hopefully spill-over into the 

political realm. But more than that, living in democratic 

environments is an end in itself: if democracy is the only 

appropriate form of cooperation among free and equal 

individuals, then I can be free and equal only if interactions 

with others respect these values in any walk of life. 

Modern individuals can fully realize their identity 

only to the extent that they make the experience of their 

freedom and equality any time they encounter other 

individuals: in their family, at school, in the workplace, in 

public spaces. To that extent, the solution to the ills of 

democracy is today, as it has always been, more democracy. 

More democracy not in the sense of more voting 

opportunities, but in the sense of more social spaces 

organized democratically. 

Today the priority is by all means the workplace: 

workplaces are organized despotically everywhere. An 

authoritarian culture of management dominates. 

Universities and schools are similarly organized in 

undemocratic ways: in many countries, professors have a 

limited say in the election of their governing bodies, and the 
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administrative and technical staff is almost everywhere 

denied decision-making rights. As citizens of their 

organizations, they are passive subjects with limited 

individual autonomy in organizing their jobs, and almost 

nonexistent collective autonomy in governing their places. 

To renew the democratic project, we should make the 

democratization of work our first priority. Democratizing 

work according to the wide view of democracy sketched in 

this paper does not merely means endowing employees with 

decision-making rights on the electoral model of political 

democracy. It means, first and foremost, to transform 

authority structures, and to promote more democratic 

forms of management. It means embedding social and 

environmental values in companies’ charts so as to 

subordinate profit to higher values. It means opening firms 

and other organizations to the scrutiny of the public eye, and 

to the judgment of external stakeholders whose well-being 

is affected by firms’ operations.
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’m increasingly convinced that the crisis in liberal 

democracy in countries such as the United States and 

the United Kingdom is fueled substantially by the 

people who are worried about the crisis in liberal 

democracy. That likely is you and me, dear reader, and other 

folks like us. This isn’t self-flagellation or self-hatred. It is an 

honest, level-headed description of the facts. The “us” is the 

so-called elite, educated, technocratic class that has 

financially and psychologically benefited from globalization. 

“We” also are predominantly white, an issue to which I will 

return. My point is not that there isn’t a genuine crisis. 

There is, and it is alarming. It is a crisis that increasingly is 

pushing many nations closer to authoritarianism, and this 

includes nations that have significant democratic pasts, 

structures, and commitments. To a great extent, however, 

the crisis is the fruit of our own labor, we who say we want 

to sustain liberal democratic structures and commitments 

and thus are distressed about liberal democracy’s decline. As 

much as we wish that it were, the crisis is not something 

alien to our inclinations and desires foisted upon us by 

I 
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democracy’s tyrannical foes. To a large degree, the problem 

is us. 

It is not new news that globalization has exacerbated 

inequalities in wealth—for example, it has greatly increased 

the value of 401k, 403b, and other stock-based retirement 

funds even for those of us who do not consider ourselves the 

financial upper crust of society. (That is likely you and me 

again, dear reader.)  

But what we often do not focus on enough is the 

psychological benefit that globalization also has provided. 

That benefit is provided by an uplift in social status for some 

people, who are seen as successful in today’s world, in 

contrast to other people, who are seen as failures. By 

psychological, I do not necessarily mean a consciously felt or 

endorsed benefit. In fact, I think that the psychological 

benefits of globalization often are experienced 

unconsciously, or at least subconsciously. The benefit in 

question here is much like what W.E.B. DuBois (1962) 

described in 1935 when he analyzed the psychological and 

public wages of whiteness. These are “wages” paid in the 

form of social respect and esteem in place of better monetary 
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wages and economic opportunities. It turns out that having 

less money is worth it if (and perhaps only if) one is treated 

by others with dignity and respect. Of course, having both 

money and respect would be ideal, but the trade-off is worth 

it if the ideal is unachievable. What is key to these 

psychological wages is that they are paid publicly. This 

means that everyone sees the societal respect being paid to 

some people, for example, through cultural customs, 

societal rituals, and even formal laws that accord dignity and 

access to public goods to them and not to others. This 

process establishes what Michael Sandel (2020: 191) has 

called a “hierarchy of esteem.” In that hierarchy, everyone 

acknowledges and observes, via their behaviors and actions, 

where their—and other, “lower” people’s—places are on the 

societal ladder of respect. 

Globalization puts the class of educated, technocratic, 

cognitively elite people at the top of the hierarchy of esteem. 

(It also tends to put them at the top of the hierarchy of 

financial renumeration, but again the ladder is not identical 

to levels of wealth—witness the situation of academics.) At 

the risk of sounding tautological, let me point out that this 
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effect of globalization is worldwide. It has taken and 

continues to take place in many different nations, not just 

relatively wealthy ones. The class of top people has been 

labeled the Anywheres: comfortable with high levels of 

social change and who “generally favour openness and 

individual autonomy and have identifies based on 

educational and career achievements” (Goodhart 2017: vii). 

They have portable identities and thus are geographically 

mobile, going where their careers and laptops take them and 

enjoying global vacation travel to boot. In contrast, those at 

the bottom of the twenty-first century ladder of social 

esteem are the Somewheres: less educated and less 

comfortable with rapid social change and who are “more 

rooted, people who usually favour stability and familiarity 

and have identities based on group and place” (vii). Because 

of their livelihoods and their community and family 

connections, their identities are not highly portable, and 

they generally do not value or experience geographical and 

vocational mobility the way or to the degree that Anywheres 

do. 
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The Anywhere world is significantly supported by 

belief in meritocracy. Because everyone in a meritocratic 

society supposedly achieves their place on the ladder 

through individual merit (= intellect plus hard work), 

everyone is seen as deserving the psychological wages that 

they receive—or, alternatively, as deserving their lack of 

wages (Sandel 2020). Anywheres are perceived as 

meritorious winners who are granted respect because of 

their success in a globalized world, while Somewheres are 

perceived as worthless losers who can be dismissed because 

of their inability to succeed. Each group gets what they 

legitimately are worth, and each can be praised or blamed 

for what they got since their own merit determined it. 

The contemporary crisis in liberal democracy can be 

understood as an attempt to blow up the hierarchy of esteem 

by those who are at its bottom. Likewise, the handwringing 

about the crisis on the part of those at the top can appear as 

merely one more way to dump on those at the bottom—and, 

in that way, keep the hierarchy in place. From that 

perspective, it is no wonder that a significant section of the 

population in the United States and the United Kingdom 
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would be happy to see a change to, if not the end of liberal 

democracy. And given the uneven but worldwide effects of 

globalization, both meritocratic hierarchies of esteem and 

angry desires to destroy them are not limited to those two 

countries. Certainly, for example, they can be seen in 

France—witness the political strength of Marine Le Pen and 

the National Rally (formerly the National Front)—and other 

examples of “illiberal democracy” in Central Europe, such as 

Turkey, easily can be found. In South Asia, Sri Lanka 

recently has joined India and Bangladesh as so-called 

illiberal democracies, with popular support for 

democratically elected authoritarian strongmen. However 

widespread, any genuine solution to the crisis in liberal 

democracy must involve dismantling, or at least minimizing 

the hierarchy of esteem, and that will require that “we” 

respect, listen to, and work with those who currently are at 

its bottom to tackle a nation’s problems. 

And yet, the solution is not that simple. (As if what is 

outlined above would be simple or easy, which is not the 

case.) The solution also will vary somewhat from one liberal 

democratic nation to another given different nations’ racial 
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and colonial histories. In the United States, for example, the 

group at the bottom of the hierarchy that tends to be angry 

about the reduction of its public, psychological wages is 

predominantly white. So too is the group at the top of the 

hierarchy that has benefited from globalization. The 

antagonism between Somewheres and Anywheres being 

played out today is primarily an intra-white fight, a fact that 

needs more examination than it often receives. Their 

current fight is an extension of the intra-white struggle that 

took place in the late nineteenth to mid-twentieth century, 

which the wages of whiteness largely ended. The stability of 

liberal democracy, at least in the United States, has depended 

heavily on those wages. This is so even if that dependence 

often went unacknowledged by the defenders of liberal 

democracy—and perhaps it had to go unacknowledged if 

liberal democracy was to remain a shiny ideal. 

In the last few decades, however, the (white) people 

at the top of the hierarchy stopped fully paying those wages 

to the (white) people at the bottom. In that respect, a deal 

was broken and the people at the bottom were wronged. But 

this wrong must be put into context: the deal was rigged 
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from the get-go. It was never fair even when it was honored. 

This is because it never involved respect and esteem (or high 

monetary wages) for Black, Indigenous, and other people of 

color, even from the white people at the top of the ladder. 

Although they tend to voice support for issues of diversity, 

their words generally have not been matched with actions 

that would address land ownership, inequalities of wealth 

and health, and other forms of racial and decolonial 

injustice. The good white people at the top of the hierarchy 

are more interested in using the idea of anti-racism as a way 

of securing their social standing and moral bona fides 

(Sullivan 2014). As a result, the topic of racial and decolonial 

justice generally has come to be seen, especially by 

Somewheres, as a partisan issue designed to maintain the 

dominance of the Anywheres. Extending educational 

opportunities and other aspects of meritocracy to non-

white people (and women of all races) who historically have 

been excluded appears like a trick for securing meritocracy, 

which continues to disadvantage Somewheres. From this 

perspective, fighting for racial and decolonial justice is not 

fighting for Black, Indigenous, and other people of color. It 
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is fighting for (white/light skinned) Anywheres. On top of 

that, the fight is disguised with fancy words like “justice” that 

can be used as weapons against Somewheres, sneering at 

them for supposedly being backwards, racist, and so on. If 

this is the game, why would Somewheres want to get on 

board with social justice? 

The United States and other liberal democracies are 

in big trouble if they cannot move toward genuine racial and 

decolonial justice. They also are in big trouble if they cannot 

stop dumping on the Somewheres who have not benefitted 

from the globalization with which liberal democracy 

currently is aligned. Making any one of these two changes 

would be monumental. Asking for both is asking a lot. For 

example, one way to stop dumping on the Somewheres 

would be to direct more public funding and financial 

support to technical education, trade schools, and 

apprenticeships, rather than to university education (Sandel 

2020). To work toward genuine racial and decolonial 

justice, however, such a shift in funding must not become a 

renewal of the wages of whiteness for white workers at the 

expense of, e.g., reparations for Black, Indigenous, and 
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former colonized peoples, as historically it almost always has 

been. Asking for a lot cannot be avoided, however, since the 

two changes are related. Both require dismantling the 

hierarchy of esteem and the toxic form of meritocracy that 

supports it. This means that the prospects for easing the 

crisis in liberal democracy are not good. It likely will 

advance to the next boiling point, and an important 

question is whether “we” will continue to fuel it. 
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People often did not feel sure whether a political speech or 

a play, a sermon or a public parade, a metaphysics or an 

artistic fashion, a poem or a party program was fascist or 

not. There were no accepted criteria of fascism, nor did it 

possess conventional tenets. Yet one significant feature of 

all its organized forms was the abruptness with which they 

appeared and faded out again, only to burst forth with 

violence after an indefinite period of latency.  

 

hese are words Karl Polanyi wrote in 1944, 

reflecting on the experience of fascism in Europe 

and the paranoia and mystification it provoked. 

Fascism has catapulted back into popular usage as a 

descriptor for everything from the rise of right-wing 

‘populist’ governments and authoritarian strongmen to the 

threat of racist and xenophobic vigilante groups and the 

recent storming of the U.S. Capitol by supporters of Donald 

Trump.  

Despite its avid use, it is not always clear what the 

term ‘fascism’ intends to capture. The fascism studies canon 

does not offer many clues into its present relevance, 

T 
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preferring to catalogue the outward characteristics of fascist 

movements (i.e., Paxton 2004) over providing insight into 

their motives or ideological character. It is apparent that 

fears over fascism’s return speak to a sense of deep crisis 

within liberal democracy (as the theme of this special issue 

confirms). Building on these assumptions, how are we to 

understand the relevance of the concept of fascism to 

contemporary political developments?   

 

Turning to Polanyi to Understand Fascism 

In the past few years, scholars have begun applying Karl 

Polanyi’s writings to understand the political and economic 

dimensions of neo-fascist and right-wing populist 

movements. Much of this centres on Polanyi’s account in 

The Great Transformation of fascism serving as a political 

solution during the collapse of the market-based economic 

system in the 1930s (e.g., Yarrow 2017; Morton 2018; 

Atzmüller and Décieux 2019). Ominous parallels are drawn 

between Polanyi’s analysis and conditions under post-

financial crisis neoliberalism, with both scenarios 

witnessing the coexistence of market-driven social and 
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economic insecurity, liberal democracies beholden to the 

dictates of transnational financial bodies, and palpable 

nationalist, authoritarian and populist discontent. It is 

enough to lead commenters to suggest that the stage has 

been set for fascism’s “second time around” (e.g., Sandbrook 

2017).1 

This application of Polanyi to the question of 

fascism’s resurgence provides an important corrective to 

mainstream liberal explanations (e.g., Albright 2018), 

inviting the reader to “look up rather than down” (Lim 

2021) by tying fascism’s significance to the functioning of 

the capitalist system rather than to the personalities of 

fascist politicians or their degree of mass support. The 

merits of this notwithstanding, I argue that current 

Polanyian treatments have neglected to engage with a core 

aspect of Polanyi’s theory, which is that fascism, at its roots, 

is a fundamentally anti-individualist ideology that aims to 

address a moral and social crisis of the individual subject in 

liberal capitalism. Omitting this risks obfuscating what 

 
1 For a full summary of Polanyi’s explanation of fascism in The Great 
Transformation and its take-up by current authors, see Millett (2021). 
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makes fascism distinctive as well as why its ideas have 

retained their appeal.  

 

Individual Life and Pseudo-reality 

This problem of the individual that fascism addresses is 

perhaps best captured by Polanyi in an unfinished text from 

the 1930s entitled “Fascism and Socialism”. In discussing 

fascism’s societal underpinnings, Polanyi (n.d.) states: 

 

There is also a moral crisis which runs parallel to the 

political and economic. The meaning of individual 

life and the freedom of personality, has become a 

problem […] We cannot link up the effects of our life 

and actions. Fullness of individual life is impossible.  

 

To unpack this, one must acknowledge Polanyi’s ‘thick’ 

conception of the individual (Macmurray 1935; Sterenberg 

2019), which is influenced by the Judeo-Christian idea that 

the capacity to be morally answerable for our actions gives 

meaning to individual life. Polanyi also emphasizes the 

impulse to develop and maintain community, which is 
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thought to precede coordinated political and economic 

activity, as well as the non-gainful motives individuals have 

for engaging in productive labour (Polanyi 2014a; 1977). 

Under liberal capitalism, the individual becomes estranged 

from these needs and motives due to the coordination of 

social relations and economic production around the 

principle of the market. As Polanyi explains, the social 

effects of individual choices become less legible and 

controllable, with the market system acting as “an invisible 

boundary isolating all individuals in their day to day 

activities, as producers and consumers” (Polanyi 2018: 147). 

The prevalent conception in market liberalism of homo 

economicus further denies the depth of human experience by 

reducing all wants, needs, and motivations to that which is 

rational, individualized, gain-based, and available for 

purchase through the market (Polanyi 1977: 29). Elsewhere, 

Polanyi uses Marx’s theory of alienation to indicate how 

social relations become less direct and immediate under 

capitalist production, while commodities begin to follow 

their own laws and take on a semblance of life. The result, 

as Polanyi puts it, is “a condition of affairs in which man has 
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been estranged from himself. Part of his self is embodied in 

these commodities which now possess a strange self-hood 

of their own” (1935: 375).  

Polanyi is not the only theorist to reach this 

conclusion on the fate of the individual. A decade later, 

Horkheimer and Adorno would decry the illusory quality of 

the free individual in ‘late’ capitalism, whose character as a 

subject is eliminated by the “unleashed colossi” of industrial 

production and consumption (2002: 205). Anti-humanist 

critiques such as by Foucault would further dislodge the 

premise of individual subject as being the central agent of 

modernity (Callinicos 2007). What is unique in Polanyi is 

how he located an early diagnosis of this problem in fascism, 

in addition to finding within fascist ideology comprehensive 

methods for its resolution. 
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Fascist Anti-Individualism as a Solution  

Elucidating fascism’s relation to the individual is Polanyi’s 

task in “The Essence of Fascism” (1935). In it, he presents 

the original argument that fascism is based on an extreme 

form of anti-individualism that denies both the integrity of 

the individual and their equality in society, striving instead 

to create a society “that is not a relationship of persons”. In 

Polanyi’s interpretation, this is achieved through a 

combination of vitalist and totalitarian ideas. On the vitalist 

side, non-conscious and non-rational qualities of human life 

are privileged in an organic state of harmony where life is 

“immediate” and “untroubled by moral conscience” (Polanyi 

1935: 385). In totalitarianism (marking one of the first 

published uses of the term), individual subjectivity is 

subsumed entirely within outside phenomena such as state, 

religion, or capital. These entities are seen as the basic units 

of society, and persons are not related to one another except 

through them. This becomes realized via a ‘corporative 

capitalism’ where major branches of industry are endowed 

with political responsibilities and “neither the ideas and 
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values nor the numbers of human beings involved” find 

societal expression (1935: 393).  

Fascist philosophy can thus be seen as direct response 

to the problem of the ‘liberal individual’ in capitalism, 

succeeding to produce a vison of society, in Polanyi’s words, 

where “there are either no conscious human beings or their 

consciousness has no reference to the existence and 

functioning of society” (1935: 370). In either case, members 

of society are relieved of the burden of trying to achieve a 

sense of moral autonomy or genuine sociality under 

conditions that do not support it. In vitalism, a degraded 

state of social personality and moral freedom does not 

matter since no conscious persons ought to exist. In 

totalitarianism, the existing problem of depersonalized 

social relations in a market society is carried to its logical 

endpoint, where all aspects of social life become fully 

mediated through outside phenomena. In other words, 

fascism solves the question of what kind of subject is 

supposed to exist in liberal capitalism by abolishing 

subjectivity altogether. 
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A Democratic Alternative? 

Taken as a whole, fascism has served as a political tool to 

organize societies during systemic crises, as articulated by 

Polanyi in The Great Transformation and reinterpreted by 

current authors examining the rise of neo-fascist 

movements. Yet, Polanyi also provides inroads for 

understanding how fascist ideology addresses more 

enduring and implacable problems at the level of the 

individual subject.  For Polanyi, the only alternative to 

fascism’s negation of the liberal individual was to extend the 

principle beyond its legal and political boundaries, 

enshrining individual rights in the economic sphere by 

embedding economic activity within a politics of democratic 

egalitarianism. This is what Polanyi saw as the chief role of 

socialism, as a democratizing force to reform society’s 

institutions to facilitate “the conscious and responsible 

participation of the people” (2014b: 201). The closest 

example from Polanyi’s lifetime was in the municipal 

socialist achievements of ‘Red’ Vienna in the 1920s (Polanyi-

Levitt 2013).  
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Moving to present-day circumstances, identifying 

what is or is not ‘fascist’ remains as challenging as it was in 

Polanyi’s time. However, the meaning of fascist thinking 

ought to be decipherable. Taking Polanyi’s cue, the best way 

to counter fascism’s relevance is to work to deepen democracy 

beyond its formal representative institutions. This involves 

addressing difficult questions such as how a technologically 

advanced society can be made “a relationship of persons”, 

how the needs of the individual for moral autonomy and 

community can be met, and how to build institutions that 

empower individuals to participate in the affairs affecting 

their communities and the planet.  
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he multiple crises facing us: the climate crisis, 

economic crises, and the current pandemic can 

be traced  in part to the ideology which has come 

to dominate politics around the world since the 1970s, the 

ideology of neoliberalism. Neoliberalism, like liberal 

ideology more generally, places an emphasis on freedom. 

However, the freedom that neoliberals particularly 

emphasise is the freedom of business people to do business 

without constraint. Neoliberals emphasise strong property 

rights, deregulation, privatisation, and free trade as means 

to encourage the freedom of entrepreneurs to make profits. 

However, they do not present their policy proposals as being 

simply to the benefit of a wealthy few. They see these 

measures as being intimately connected to individual liberty 

more generally. The philosopher and economist most 

closely associated with neoliberalism is Friedrich Hayek. 

 

 T 
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Hayek’s Epistemology 

Given the multiple crises that are occurring after decades of 

neoliberalism we should take care to examine 

neoliberalism’s claims and subject them to critical scrutiny. 

What I propose to do here is to examine some of the 

philosophical claims made by Friedrich Hayek and then 

submit them to scrutiny using tools from Hayek’s cousin, 

Ludwig Wittgenstein. 

The principal way in which Hayek developed a 

philosophy to justify neoliberalism was to claim that 

alternative systems; social democratic, communistic, or 

fascistic, inevitably failed because small groups of people in 

government necessarily lack the knowledge to plan an 

economy.1 A better way of utilising the knowledge present 

in society, he thought, was through market mechanisms 

which people could respond to appropriately despite lacking 

the sort of knowledge required to plan an economy. One of 

Hayek’s lines of argument was to argue that much of the 

knowledge in society is practical knowledge, know-how, 

 
1 Hayek, F. A. The Fatal Conceit, London: Routledge, 1988, p. 59. 
 



Robert Vinten        112	

Dewey Studies                      Vol 5 · No 2 · 2021 

	

which is tied to particular individuals at particular times in 

particular circumstances.2 This knowledge cannot be 

conveyed to a central planning board, on Hayek’s view, 

because practical knowledge cannot be translated into 

propositional knowledge – knowledge-that something is 

the case. Practical knowledge, according to Hayek, is 

inalienable.3 

Another prong in Hayek’s attack on our claims to 

knowledge was to develop a philosophy of perception that 

drew on John Locke’s account and developed “a more 

consistent and radical application of its [empiricism’s] basic 

idea”.4 Hayek agreed with Locke in at least five ways, in 

claiming that: (i) we have direct, introspective knowledge of 

the human mind – of mental events and mental processes5 

and that (ii) “colours, sounds, odours, feelings of touch” are 

 
2 Hayek, F. A. Individualism and Economic Order, London: 
Routledge, 1949, p. 81 and ‘The Use of Knowledge in Society’, The 
American Economic Review, Vol XXXV, 1945, p. 522. 
3 ‘The Use of Knowledge in Society’, p. 524. 
4  Hayek, F. A. The Sensory Order, Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1952, p. 172. 
5  Ibid. p. 192, where Hayek says that “We can still use our direct 
(‘introspective’) knowledge of mental events in order to 
‘understand’, and in some measure even to predict, the results to 
which mental processes will lead in certain conditions”. See also, 
pp. xx, 35, 108. 
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“sensory qualities”6 which are mental items (part of the 

‘phenomenal realm’ as opposed to the ‘physical realm’).7 He 

also agrees with Locke that (iii) those sensory qualities are a 

link in a causal chain starting with a stimulus producing 

some kind of sensory impact on our sensory organs and that 

(iv) our experiences represent or resemble the physical 

world (“the external world”) in some respects but not in 

others and finally (v) he agrees with Locke in assimilating 

sensation and perception.8 

Note that in both of Hayek’s sceptical lines of 

argument he makes knowledge something ‘private’ and 

attached to individuals. Knowing how to do something, 

practical knowledge, is inalienably tied to the individuals 

who possess that knowledge and perceptual knowledge of 

 
6  Ibid. p. 3, pp. 34-5 (where Hayek talks about us having 
“immediate experience of a group of sensory qualities (say a 
number of sounds and colours”). 
7  Ibid. p. 4, p. 16 (where Hayek talks about the “phenomenal or 
mental order”). See also p. 39. 
8 Locke used the example of approaching a fire and the ‘sensation’ 
of warmth becoming, by degrees, a sensation of pain (Essay 
Concerning Human Understanding, II-viii-16). Hayek talks about 
“the sensation of ‘white’” p. 14, The Sensory Order and on p. 78 
he claims that “there is no substantial difference between the acts 
of ‘sensation’ and of ‘perception…” because both are “acts of 
classification (or evaluation) performed by the central nervous 
system”. 
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the world around us is a matter of apprehending something 

in the mind and only indirectly a matter of perceiving 

something ‘outside’ of us. This individualistic account of 

knowledge clearly finds echoes in his individualistic political 

philosophy, which he claims aims at individual freedom.  

 

The Wittgensteinian Critique 

Although Hayek and Wittgenstein were related they only 

met on a few occasions and when they did meet they “talked 

pleasantly on a variety of topics outside philosophy and 

politics” because they knew that they disagreed 

philosophically and politically.9 However, the philosophical 

and political disagreements between Wittgenstein and 

Hayek have rarely been explored and that is surprising given 

Wittgenstein’s enormous influence in philosophy and 

Hayek’s influence on contemporary politics and economics. 

It is clear that Hayek’s epistemology is in tension with 

Wittgenstein’s remarks about knowledge, perception, and 

privacy in his later philosophy. Wittgenstein recognised the 

 
9 Hayek, F. A. ‘Remembering My Cousin, Ludwig Wittgenstein’, 
Encounter, Aug. 1977. 



Robert Vinten        115	

Dewey Studies                      Vol 5 · No 2 · 2021 

	

temptation to think of sensations as something that we are 

each, individually, privately acquainted with. He remarked 

that we are tempted to say, for example, that “only I can 

know whether I am really in pain; another person can only 

surmise it”.10 However, Wittgenstein says of this picture 

that “[i]n one way this is false and another nonsense”.11 It is 

false because we can know that other people are in pain. We 

can sometimes come to know that somebody is in pain by 

seeing that they are and sometimes inferring it from things 

that we perceive. Of course, we do not see other people’s 

sensations but nor do we see our own. Wittgenstein notes 

that in cases where we do have knowledge of something it 

also makes sense for somebody to say that they doubt it. So, 

for example, somebody might claim that they know a friend 

of theirs is in town because they saw them across the market 

square. Another person might then say that they have good 

reason to believe that the friend is in another town. They 

spoke to them on the phone and they said that they were in 

 
10 Wittgenstein, L. Philosophical Investigations (4th edition by P. M. 
S. Hacker and Joachim Schulte), Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009, 
§246. 
11 Ibid. 
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another town. The person who claimed that they saw their 

friend might then come to doubt that they did. So, it is 

possible for somebody to know that their friend is in town 

(having seen them there) but it is also possible for them to 

doubt that their friend is in town (if the conditions in which 

they saw the person were not ideal – they saw them at a 

distance or when it was dark). But it does not make sense for 

somebody to say that they doubt that they are in pain. There 

is no equivalent, in the case of pain, to the conditions in 

which we perceive (at a distance, in good illumination, etc.).  

These considerations suggest that Hayek’s 

assimilation of perception to sensation is also confused. 

Objects that are perceived very often exist whether we 

perceive them or not but there is no such thing as an unfelt 

sensation. There is a first/third person asymmetry in the use 

of sensation expressions. It makes sense for me to say of 

someone else that I doubt that they are in pain or that I know 

that they are in pain but it does not make sense for me to say 

that of myself. There is no parallel asymmetry in the case of 

‘perceptual qualities’ like colours, sounds, and smells. 
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Hayek’s claims about the inalienability of practical 

knowledge can also be questioned by taking up 

Wittgenstein’s suggestion of looking at particular cases.12 

For one thing, it is clear that some examples of knowing 

how to do something are reducible to examples of knowing 

that something is the case. If I know how to spell ‘Edinburgh’ 

I know that you spell it ‘E-d-i-n-b-u-r-g-h’. However, it is 

also fairly clear that some cases of knowledge-how are not 

reducible to cases of knowing-that (e.g. knowing how to 

swim). That is not to say that the knowledge cannot be 

passed on to others, however. We can instruct others in 

how to do certain things and people can learn to do things 

by example and through practice. Moreover, it is also clear 

that in planning activities we need not know how to do 

them. The skill involved in planning a bike race is distinct 

from the skill of racing a bike. Furthermore, Hayek is 

mischaracterizing other forms of government in painting 

them as being simply a matter of a central individual or 

group planning everything. A planner in government can 

 
12  Wittgenstein, L. The Blue and Brown Books, New York: Harper 
& Row, 1958, pp. 18-20. 
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plan to have others plan activities further down the chain. 

Many socialists, for example, think of their ideal society as 

one in which workers would have a lot of say in what they 

do in their workplace and in their locality. There would 

have to be some coordination of activities but this is not a 

matter of an individual planning out every last detail of how 

an economy is to be run. 

So, Wittgenstein’s philosophy can be used to 

challenge the individualistic epistemology espoused by 

Hayek and once that prop is removed the economic and 

political policies supported by Hayek’s sceptical 

epistemology cease to have the support that Hayek supposed 

they did. The society of individual freedom, where 

businesses are free from governmental constraints, cannot 

be justified using an individualistic epistemology. 

Moreover, alternative visions of society, where people plan, 

cooperate, and place constraints on economic activity (e.g. 

to protect the environment or to guarantee worker’s rights) 

are available to us despite Hayek’s protestations. Hayek’s 

arguments present central planning as an a priori 
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impossibility13 but the problems with planning are practical 

problems that can be overcome. 

 
 

 
13  ‘The Use of Knowledge in Society’, p. 519. 
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hen we think of the crisis of liberal 

democracy, or the threat to liberal 

democracy, we think of its antithesis, 

authoritarianism, which has claimed the lives of tens of 

millions of people in recent history, either as Nazism or as 

Stalinism in communist regimes. Tyranny, totalitarianism, 

or authoritarianism, different terminologies have been used 

to emphasize different aspects of the same concentration of 

power and deprivation of individual freedom and basic 

rights. What is more, when considering what has caused 

people to turn to authoritarianism, we have often focused 

on the "pathologies" (Arendt)1 of the distraught population: 

the "losers" of economic globalization who have lost not 

only jobs and incomes but also social status, and who fear 

losing their cultural traditions and way of life as a result of 

the inflow of immigrants. This narrative of cultural and 

economic grievances, like the narrative of “great 

replacement” that plagued pre-Nazi Germans, can easily be 

 
1  Hannah Arendt (1951). The Origins of Totalitarianism. New 
York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich. 

W 



Guoping Zhao        122	

Dewey Studies                      Vol 5 · No 2 · 2021 

	

seen as warning signs of authoritarianism, with citizens 

losing faith in the future and turning to “strong leaders” at 

the expense of liberal-democratic principles. Donald 

Trump's election, and his strong appeal to de-industrialized 

workers and those with cultural grievances as ethnic 

minorities and immigrants grew in cultural and political 

power, appears to have struck just that nerve, putting 

democratic defenders on high alert. 

Since WWII, we have developed vigilance to the 

warning signs of authoritarianism, such as grievance, 

animosity of immigrants, distrust of the institution, and 

willingness to follow charismatic figures. However, it is 

worth noting that Hitler came close to winning a democratic 

election before ascending to absolute power. The pathologic 

conditions may bring people to a strong leader while 

undermining the structure of democracy, but it is unclear 

why such pathologies would inexorably lead to violence, 

racism, and anti-Semitism, wreaking unthinkable 

destruction and atrocities on humanity. Authoritarianism is 

far more insidious and destructive at its root than feelings of 

resentment and loss of confidence. The ultimate concern of 
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democratic defenders should not be the election of more 

conservative sectors of the population, but the emerging 

elements at the core of totalitarianism and tyranny.   

In one of the most powerful post-World War II 

analyses of what lies at the heart of Nazism, German critical 

theorist Theodor Adorno points to identity thinking, in 

which we subsume ourselves and others, with all our 

otherness and unidentified sphere, to the identity categories 

of "us" and "them," rendering all identity categories 

homogeneous and "same."2 Such identity thinking would 

treat people not as unique individuals, but as members of 

identity groups with varying characteristics and status, 

which Adorno claims is at the root of racism, anti-Semitism, 

and xenophobia. Nazism is essentially an ethno-

nationalism, an identitarian movement carried to its logical 

conclusion in order to preserve the purity and superiority of 

the Aaryan race at the expense of all others. When group 

allegiance, membership, and identarian beliefs override 

individual conscience, the seeds of tyranny are sown. 

 
2  Adorno, T.W. (1973). Negative Dialectics. London: Routledge & 
Kegan Paul. 
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Individuality vanishes in this conception, and the other's 

humanity and freedom are stripped away, sacrificed for the 

cultural or moral superiority of one's identity group. 

If we follow this analysis, then, the similar approach 

and logic exist in the other types of authoritarianism, the 

Stalinism and communism, which regard individuals as 

oppressors and oppressed in terms of class, race, gender, and 

others. Much of the political movements on the left 

inherited Marx's critical framing of social structure as 

essentially hierarchical and founded on group identities, 

with problems and solutions inextricably linked to identity 

divisions. While right-leaning populists have historically 

stressed shared ancestry and descent, or shared culture and 

tradition, left-leaning populists have frequently defined 

people in terms of class and power, rejecting those with 

wealth and influence. What remains constant, though, is 

identity thinking, racism, and classism, albeit a different 

class or race is demonized. Such structural thinking can be 

helpful in recognizing shared experiences and addressing 

systemic challenges and obstacles, but when identity 

categories are essentialized and incorporated into the 
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building blocks of envisioned new social order, individuals 

outside oppressed groups may be denied equal participation, 

violating the democratic conception of inclusion. The door 

opens to forms of authoritarianism unrecognized by many. 

As the libertarian economist Friedrich Hayek has remarked, 

observers after observers of the socialist regimes have noted 

the unexpected consequences of totalitarianism, and the 

“extraordinary similarity in many respects of the conditions 

under ‘communism’ and ‘fascism.’”3 

Unfortunately, after WWII, while there was a 

widespread and heartfelt call to systematically analyze 

Nazism in order to prevent it from resurfacing, there has 

never been a systematic and unrestricted investigation and 

reflection on the crimes committed by communist 

authoritarianism, even though authoritarianism became 

increasingly apparent in communist regimes at the same 

time (and later). The surviving communist regimes are also 

welding their power to prevent such investigation. The lack 

of investigation and condemnation of this type of 

 
3 F. A. Hayek (1944). The Road to Serfdom. New York: Routledge. 
27. 
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authoritarianism has allowed its elements to continue 

influence the dominant culture of the world, especially 

Western democratic societies. The hallmarks of Nazism are 

easily identified, but we turn a blind eye to totalitarian 

elements on the left. Many scholars have only approached 

anti-democracy from the far right, oblivious of the danger 

brought by the far left. 

What authoritarianism is really up against is not 

necessarily democracy, but liberal democracy. A basic 

democracy, with equal and inclusive citizenship and 

majority rule, can still make majoritarian decisions that 

consistently work to the detriment of particular individuals 

and groups or infringe on their rights and freedom, as amply 

demonstrated in world history. Liberal democracy, on the 

other hand, is the very antithesis of authoritarianism in that 

it is built upon individual liberty.  The central idea of 

liberalism is to recognize and safeguard a space beyond the 

government's legitimate reach, where individuals can enjoy 

independence and personal discretion. Liberalism as 

expressed in Western liberal democracies privilege 

individual liberty, property rights, and market freedom. 
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With a long series of philosophical deliberation, now 

liberalism has embodied the Kantian idea of personal 

autonomy, public use of reason, Mill’s idea of press freedom, 

and Habermas’ idea of the public sphere as a key 

organizational principle of the liberal constitutional state. 

Hayek's idea of a free market of countless individual 

decisions rather than top-down decision-making as a 

safeguard against totalitarianism has also contributed to the 

development of liberal democracy along neoliberal lines in 

the United States and the United Kingdom. Fundamentally, 

liberal democracy is anti-tribal, anti-identity politics, and 

anti-racism. Even though it has failed to deliver on many 

promises, it provides the resources to reform itself. 

In this sense, the U.S. Declaration of Independence 

may be seen as centrally concerned with such liberalist 

principles. If all human beings are endowed with "certain 

unalienable rights," the government can only permit 

systems of governance that protect these rights. The 

constitution and bills of rights are established to "protect 

these rights," not to restrict or limit them. 
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Of course, the concept of individual that is at the core 

of liberalism is not without its own problem and there has 

been ample critiques and analyses from philosophers of all 

persuasions and schools after the tragedies of the last 

century. " A new concept of human individuality that allows 

for true liberal democracy would have to depart from the 

concept of the modern subject, deadened on the inside by 

obsession with conceptual understanding that blocks access 

to our infinite depth and possibilities of our individuality, 

and deadly on the outside by its sense of all-encompassing 

mastery that blocks the recognition of relatedness. The new 

concept would have to recognize the uniqueness and 

relatedness of all individuals, the freedom at the depth of her 

subjectivity that cannot be reduced and captured in the 

same, in a category or a membership. Unity is established by 

our connectedness to others as well as our equal, unique, and 

irreducible humanity, which deserves dignity, respect, and 

liberty. 

A new concept of human individuality that allows for 

true liberal democracy would have to depart from the 

concept of the modern subject, deadened on the inside 
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by obsession with conceptual understanding that blocks 

access to our infinite depth and possibilities of our 

individuality, and deadly on the outside by its sense of all-

encompassing mastery that blocks the recognition of 

relatedness. The new concept would have to recognize the 

uniqueness and relatedness of all individuals, the freedom at 

the depth of her subjectivity that cannot be reduced and 

captured in the same, in a category or a membership. 

Therefore, the erosion of liberal democracy can come 

from political movements of all directions that treat people 

as identity groups and endorse identity thinking over 

individual conscience. The desire to protect and uplift 

oppressed groups is commendable, but it must be done in 

such a way that all marginalized groups and the conditions 

for such marginalization eventually vanish, and unique 

individuals with equal rights and freedom emerge in their 

place, rather than exploiting group identity as vital elements 

of social structure. Imposing identity divisions on the reality 

of true diversity of individuals elevates some social groups 

over others. As Fukuyama’s recent analysis highlights, 

identity politics may be behind the problems that liberal 
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democracies are currently facing.4 When incommensurable 

demands and expectations of groups compete within states, 

when others are seen as adversaries rather than fellow 

citizens, liberal democracy cannot be sustained. From this 

perspective, no form of identity politics can serve as the 

basis for modern, liberal democracy. If left unchecked, 

identity politics pose the greatest threat to liberal 

democracy. 

To defend liberal democracy, therefore, we must 

focus relentlessly on identifying and countering threats to 

liberal institutions from all political movements, left or 

right. Many illiberal tactics imposed on individuals in the 

name of justice and inclusion, for example, are far more 

benign-looking and effective in stifling free speech and free 

press and eliminating ideas, voices, and communities who 

are deemed unworthy. When individual liberty, equal 

protection under the law, and equal rights for civil 

associations are jeopardized for some “undeserving” 

segments of the population, we have authoritarianism on 

 
4 Fukuayama, Francis (2018). Identity: The Demand for Dignity and 
the Politics of Resentment. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux. 
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our hands. It may not be the authoritarianism we expected, 

but it is authoritarianism nevertheless, a true threat to 

liberal democracy. 
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s Democracy Really Dying?” In 2018 The New 

Republic posed this question to its readers by 

reviewing some of the books published on the 

crisis of Western democracies and the risk of new forms of 

fascism.1 For some years now, writers of all stripes have 

been lining up to pen liberalism’s epitaph. The left demands 

more social democracy to counter the pernicious effects of 

neo-liberal economics. On the right, liberalism’s 

cosmopolitanism, which has no apparent regard for nation, 

religion or family, has been decried and the traditional 

values anchored in the idea of community have been 

invoked.2 

For most scholars, we are witness of a general crisis 

of democracies.3 Is this the third reflux followed the third 

 
1 T. Shenk, “Is Democracy Really Dying? Why so Many 
Commentators Share an Overly Grim View of America’s Fate”, The 
New Republic, August 20, 2018. 
2 H. Drochon, “The Anti-democratic Thinker Inspiring America’s 
Conservative Elites, The Guardian, April 21, 2018. 
3 N. Urbinati, “Reflections on the Meaning of the ‘Crisis of 
Democracy’”, Democratic Theory, 1, Summer 2016, 6-31. A 
different view is in S. Levitsky, L. Way, “The Myth of Democratic 
Recession”, Journal of Democracy, 1, January 2015, 45-58. 

“I 
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wave of democratization described by Samuel Huntington?4 

Reflux or not, new intolerant, racist, anti-democratic and 

potentially authoritarian forces are gaining a growing 

consensus in the people and seems to cast dark clouds on the 

health of the democracies in US and Europe. How to face 

them? Right in the middle of post-1989 third wave and of 

the celebrations for the end of history,5 in Madison, one of 

the greatest historians of the 19th and 20th centuries tended 

to describe the reality less schematically. George L. Mosse 

was not only a great historian of fascism and nationalism, 

but also a central figure of the intellectual debate on the 

perils – as it has been argued6 – of normalcy, of the dark side 

 
4 S. Mainwaring, F. Bizzarro, “The Fates of Third-Wave 
Democracies”, Journal of Democracy, 1, January 2019, 99-113. 
The reference is to S.P. Huntington, The Third Wave: 
Democratization in the Late Twentieth Century (Norman, OK: 
University of Oklahoma Press, 1991). 
5 F. Fukuyama, The End of History and the Last Man (New York, 
NY: Free Press, 1992). 
6 K. Plessini, The Perils of Normalcy. George L. Mosse and the 
Remaking of Cultural History (Madison, WI: University of 
Wisconsin Press, 2014). On Mosse, see also, E. Gentile, 
Fascination with the Persecutor. George L. Mosse and the 
Catastrophe of Modern Man (Madison, WI: University of 
Wisconsin Press, 2021). 
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of modernity and, in a broader sense, of the crises of liberal 

democracies.7 

His biography is closely related to his studies. Born in 

Berlin in 1918, Mosse was forced to leave Germany in 1933 

after the Nazi seizure of power. He found refuge in England 

and then in the United States, where he completed his 

studies at the Quaker college of Harverford and Harvard 

University. After the war he became one of the greatest 

historians, teaching first at the University of Iowa, since 

1955 at the University of Wisconsin-Madison and, since 

1969, also at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. In 

Madison, Mosse was a real legend, especially in the sixties 

and seventies, becoming an active member of a lively 

university. As he stated in his memoir, “the Holocaust was 

never very far from my mind” and all his studies “have tried 

to find the answer to how it could have happened”.8 

 
7 I have developed this element of Mosse’s work in a broader 
essay: D. Aramini, “Confronting Nationalism and the Recurring 
Crisis of Liberal Democracies: Mosse’s Contribution to the Public 
Debate”, Journal of Contemporary History, 56, 4, October 2021, 
1009-1039. 
8 G.L. Mosse, Confronting History. A Memoir (Madison, WI: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 2000), 219. 
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In the nineties, although representative institutions 

appeared to have emerged strengthened, Mosse stressed 

that their stability should not be taken for granted because 

“the problem of mediation between the people and 

government is still acute” and the populist ideal of 

democracy “is not dead”.9 As he did since the early years of 

his career, when he underlined the civil commitment of the 

historian, engaged “in the battle for the freedom of the 

intellect”,10 Mosse insisted on the continuity between past 

and present enemies, embodied by dogmatism and fanatism, 

in “those who think they have the monopoly over the truth”, 

“who want instant utopia”, “who lack tolerance towards 

individual rights and freedom, who seek security in a rigid 

conformity and in emotion not tempered by reason”.11  

 Pressed by the appearance of neo-Nazi skinheads, he 

stressed that neoliberal economies and advanced 

industrialization had created a marginalized underclass 

 
9 G.L. Mosse, “Concepts of Democracy – The Liberal Inheritance 
and the National Socialist Public Sphere”, Lecture paper undated, 
in Leo Baeck Institute, George L. Mosse Collection (LBI, GLMC), b. 
16, f. 24. 
10 G.L. Mosse, “Luther College Lecture, undated”, in LBI, GLMC, b. 
18, f. 3. 
11 G.L. Mosse, “Response,” 31. 
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seeking what Mosse defined as “a fully furnished house”, an 

identity, with no hopes and no expectations, except for 

rioting.12 As he stated in the aftermath of the German 

reunification, it was a common and growing problem in 

Europe and US, where the radical right was rising and 

nationalism was growing in strength. As this underclass was 

being integrated into society “through demagoguery”, 

“through liturgy”, “through ritual”, it shaped a “potential 

threat”, especially because once again racism, and 

nationalism (a kind of nationalism more based on economic 

concerns than on territorial ones) provided “a safety anchor” 

and an explanation of reality. Immigrants, the poor, Islamic 

fundamentalism provided that enemy capable of cementing, 

by contrast, membership, and group identity.13  

He identified, with concern, the resurgence of the 

brutalization of the language of politics and he warned to 

 
12 S. Lathrop, “Racism Lies Abroad for Europe. Interview with G.L. 
Mosse”, 1992, in LBI, GLMC, b.2, f. 8; S. Del Re, “Fermate quegli 
hooligan. Intervista a G.L. Mosse”, Panorama (6 December 1992), 
15–16. 
13 G.L. Mosse, ‘A New Kind of German Unity?’, article published in 
the Italian newspaper Corriere della sera (30 September 1990), in 
LBI, GLMC, b. 41, f. 46; G.L. Mosse, Interview with Jean Feraca on 
WHA Wisconsin Public Radio (18 November 1991), in UW-
Madison, George L. Mosse Program in History Archive. 
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not ignore the centrality of how modern mass politics 

works. Nationalism remained, in his view, the strongest 

ideology of the century, still rooted in popular minds. It was 

therefore necessary to prevent the erosion of the ideals of 

individual freedom, defend diversity against the assault of 

absolute systems of belief. His deep criticism of the theory 

of modernization during the fifties and sixties, and in the 

nineties of a free market that promised welfare to everyone, 

was rooted on the fact that no political body could exist or 

survive – in his opinion – with ideals based on material 

progress alone.14 Mass society needed something else, above 

all during time of crisis: the desire for utopia.15 As he 

showed in all his works, the age of mass politics “advocated 

a different definition of democracy”, in which political 

participation “was defined through the acting out of a 

political liturgy in mass movements or in the streets, in 

finding security through the symbols and myths which 

 
14 G.L. Mosse, “Commencement Address – 1960”, in LBI, GLMC, b. 
16, f. 23; G.L. Mosse, “Retarded Germany”, The Progressive, 2, 
February 1968, 44–5; C. Hassan, “L’arcipelago nazionalista. 
Intervista a George Mosse”, l’Unità, October 25, 1991. 
15 G.L. Mosse, The Culture of Western Europe: the Nineteenth and 
Twentieth Centuries. An Introduction (Chicago, IL: Rand Mc Nally, 
1961), 421. 
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constituted the drama of politics”.16 In a word, irrationalism 

was the key element in involving masses in politics. During 

a lecture on Calvinism, he showed that to draw people to a 

cause, the night, darkness, candles had to be used as well as 

the organization of a dramatic collective act.17 Political 

parties or representative institutions had not been able to 

provide the sense of a true democracy and a community, 

unlike this new irrational politics. According to Mosse, this 

dramatization of politics was a belief system that responded 

to a mass need: the search for a new identity in an 

increasingly alienated (and global) world. He criticized the 

constructivist approach of historians like, among the others, 

Eric Hobsbawm, who talked about the invention of 

tradition and of artifacts resulting from public policies to 

obtain consensus. Propaganda, in his view, was “singularly 

inappropriate for it denotes something artificial which 

 
16 G.L. Mosse, The Culture of Western Europe. The Nineteenth and 
Twentieth Centuries, Third Edition (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 
1988), 420. See also: Id., The Nationalization of the Masses. 
Political Symbolism and Mass Movements in Germany from the 
Napoleonic Wars through the Third Reich (New York, NY: Howard 
Fertig, 1975). 
17 Cf. P. Breines, “Finding Oneself in History and Vice Versa: 
Remarks on ‘George’s Voice’”, German Politics & Society, 4, 
Winter 2000, 9–10. 
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attempts to condition the minds of men by means of 

deliberate ‘selling’ techniques.”18 This drama of participation 

included the bottom-up sharing of political ideas and 

demands and was crucial in mass politics.19 What he 

described in his works was indeed not just history but “still 

present history”.20 He believed, and the nineties confirmed 

his view, that the need for utopia, for belief systems, for 

secular religion, for fairy tales, for leaders, for a healthy and 

happy world remained a driving force, especially in a world 

without a guide and in time of crisis. The risks of new 

authoritarian synthesis, of intolerance, of myths were 

always ready to catalyse general dissatisfaction and to turn 

the assault to parliamentary regimes.21 

 

 
18 Mosse, The Nationalization of the Masses, 10. 
19 Gentile, Fascination with the Persecutor, 85-105. 
20 Mosse, The Nationalization of the Masses, 214. 
21 G.L. Mosse, Intervista sul nazismo (Rome-Bari: Laterza, 1977), 
128, 140–4, 147–8. 
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Liberalism and the Utopian Elan 

What was the solution? Which antidotes to use to prevent 

new catastrophes? Liberalism needed to find the utopian 

elan to survive. In the nineties, Mosse continuously stressed 

two points. The crucial question was not to abolish and 

dismantle the myths and stereotypes of the nation or worst, 

in a globalized world, to consider the nation as a remnant of 

the past, something concerning just uneducated people (like 

the European culture thought in the first half of the 20th 

century), but to humanise them, to make them democratic. 

Nationalism, and irrationalism, are crucial in mass society to 

make the citizens feel as members of a cemented community 

deeply rooted in that tradition able to provide a common 

and stable identity. Therefore, it was necessary to keep on 

working on humanizing nationalism by strengthening its 

liberal roots.22 In short, the key question for Mosse was how 

to maintain the values of Enlightenment, of autonomy, of 

reason and tolerance, of the free play of mind in a world of 

 
22 G.L. Mosse, “Can Nationalism Be Saved? About Zionism, 
Rightful and Unjust Nationalism”, Lecture 1995–1996, in LBI, 
GLMC, b. 16, ff. 14–17. 
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mass politics and mass irrationality. Bildung was essential to 

this goal. It represented for Mosse an identity rooted into 

the idea of culture as an antidote against irrationalism. In a 

1996 lecture, he noted that Bildung was “the best guarantee 

of a true universalism”, which did not reject nationalism as 

a whole, but rather meant that each nation would become “a 

human people”, respectful of individuals and of their 

freedom. The rediscovery of the first nationalist thinkers 

and Zionists, in his opinion, would have been very 

instructive.23 

Were Mosse’s words themselves a sort of utopia? 

When read today, in the midst of a Western world 

questioning the principle of liberalism and a general climate 

of pessimism as to the future of liberal democracies, facing 

the rising of populist demands and new forms of antiliberal 

and nationalist forces which remember to us a very dark past 

– like showed in a cartoon published on the New York Times 

 
23 G.L. Mosse, “The Universal Meaning of the Concept of Bildung”, 
Lecture, Tel Aviv University, 1 November 1996, in LBI, GLMC, b. 
19, f. 13. See also: Id., German Jews Beyond Judaism 
(Bloomington, IN:  Hebrew Union College Press, 1985); Id., 
Confronting the Nation. Jewish and Western Nationalism 
(Hanover, NH: Brandeis University Press, 1993). 
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the 22nd September 201824 or after the Capitol Hill assault in 

January 2021, and the most recent and ridiculous no-vax 

violent manifestations –, Mosse’s works offer in my opinion 

surprising considerations. His insistence on the 

irrationalism as a crucial element in mass politics, his 

analyses on how mass politics works, his words on the 

dangers for individual freedom, help us to keep our eyes 

wide open, vaccinating us against the recurring threat of 

irrationalism and intolerance. His research avoids regarding 

the evils of democracy as only originating in the present, but 

also considers how they should be addressed within a 

culture of mass politics. Mosse was persuaded that it was 

now necessary to adopt the ‘new politics’ to direct mass 

movements toward parliamentary democracy. In mass 

society, politics had become a secular religion.25 “The new 

politics – Mosse stated – provided an objectification of the 

 
24 In the cartoon, two persons are looking at the European 
continent and at its right-wing riots. The first one argues: “a 
glimpse into Europe’s dark past?”. “Or its future”, is the second 
one’s remark. 
25 Mosse explained these crucial topics in a long interview held in 
1979 in Italy. An English edition of this interview is going to be 
published by the University of Wisconsin Press for the end of 2022 
with a new introduction written by myself. 
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general will; it transformed political action into a drama 

supposedly shared by the people themselves”. Aware of the 

“danger of being captured” by irrational forces, as happened 

to himself,26 in his opinion the ‘new politics’ was essential to 

give a sense of belonging that allowed a deeper participation 

to the masses.27 However, it had to be balanced with the 

education (or Bildung), with the use of reason and a critical 

mind, and centered on a process of humanization of 

nationalism in order to shape a new liberal politics rooted 

on the individual rights, freedom, welfare, and tolerance. In 

1979, he warned: “if we do not succeed in giving nationalism 

a human face, a future historian might write about our 

civilization what Edward Gibbon wrote about the fall of the 

Roman Empire: that at its height moderation prevailed and 

citizens had respect for each other’s beliefs, but that it fell 

 
26 In his memoirs, he remembers the emotional commitment 
when he witnessed the swearing-in of Israeli paratroopers on 
Masada (Mosse, Confronting History, 185). 
27 Mosse, The Nationalization of the Masses, 1–2. About the 
Mossean ‘new politics’, see E. Gentile, “A Provisional Dwelling. 
The Origin and Development of the Concept of Fascism in Mosse’s 
Historiography”, in S.G. Payne, D.J. Sorkin, J.S. Tortorice (eds), 
What History Tells. George L. Mosse and the Culture of Modern 
Europe (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 2004), 81–91. 
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through intolerant zeal and military despotism”.28 

According to him, the early Zionists could show the way: in 

a world where radical nationalism was rising, they had given 

shape to a humanised and liberal form of nationalism. This 

was the task of the intellectual, namely both to emphasize 

the dark side of nationalism and to highlight its sense of 

cosmopolitan solidarity centred on the individual, 

constantly looking for a balance between myth and reason. 

Mosse was a real Liberal, strongly believing in human 

potential, but also a man of 20th century, with his own 

utopia, being convinced that, as he argued, “men must 

dream before they can act”.29  

 
28 G.L. Mosse, “Friendship and Nationhood: About the Promise 
and Failure of German Nationalism”, Journal of Contemporary 
History, 2, April 1982, 365. 
29 G.L. Mosse, “Can Nationalism Be Saved? About Zionism, 
Rightful and Unjust Nationalism”, Israel Studies, 1, Spring 1997, 
171. 
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ith the election of Donald Trump, Brexit, 

and the drift towards authoritarianism in 

some third wave democracies and former 

members of the Soviet union that democratized in the 

nineties, accompanied by spreading discontent of voters in 

several developed democracies and increasingly vociferous 

attacks on liberal and democratic ideals both in and outside 

academia in the past two decades, the survival of democracy, 

especially liberal democracy, was already in question before 

the Covid-19 pandemic worsens its crisis. However, it is too 

early to write its obituary; not all critics either anticipate or 

welcome its demise. While some may see the pandemic 

having a dampening effect on democratic aspirations in East 

Asia, I argue that the mixed lessons of the pandemic suggest 

that East Asia would benefit from more, not less, 

democracy. The democracy they need is not the form of de 

facto American liberal democracy, but democracy suited to 

the Confucian cultures of various East Asian societies, 

understood as Dewey’s idea of community.  

W 
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Compared to other parts of the world, East Asian 

societies historically influenced by Confucianism – Taiwan, 

South Korea, Singapore, and Vietnam – have ranked among 

those who have dealt most effectively with the pandemic, at 

least during its first year.1 Despite facing troubling questions 

about the official handling of the initial outbreak in Wuhan 

and the origin of the virus, the measures taken by the 

Chinese government to contain the outbreak from January 

2020 have been effective to the extent that a year later, the 

People’s Republic of China (PRC) has far fewer cases and 

deaths per capita than the standard bearers for liberal 

democracy, the United States and the United Kingdom.2 

 
1 For statistics and research on Covid-19 pandemic, see Our World 
in Data website, a collaboration between researchers at the 
University of Oxford and the Global Change Data Lab in the United 
Kingdom, https://ourworldindata.org/coronavirus. See also David 
Kennedy et al., "How Experts Use Data to Identify Emerging Covid-
19 Success Stories," Exemplars in Global Health, 
https://www.exemplars.health/emerging-topics/epidemic-
preparedness-and-response/covid-19/finding-covid-19-success-
stories; Ian Bremmer, "The Best Global Responses to the Covid-19 
Pandemic, 1 Year Later," Time, 23 February 2021. Wikipedia also 
has multiple entries on COVID-19 responses in various countries. 
2 For epidemiologists’ assessment of the measures taken in the 
PRC to contain the pandemic, see David Cyranoski, "What China's 
Coronavirus Response Can Teach the Rest of the World," Nature 
579 (2020). 
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The restrictions on individual freedom and compromises on 

privacy that made this achievement possible is all but 

unthinkable for citizens in liberal democracies, but are 

apparently supported by a large percentage of the Chinese 

population.3 Although the relative lack of free speech in the 

PRC raises questions about Chinese citizen’s opinion about 

their government’s handling of any issue, the CCP’s control 

over public opinion is by no means absolute, and there is 

strong evidence – and cultural reasons, as the comments that 

follow will explain – that steps such as mandatory wearing 

of masks and lockdowns, which have sparked violent 

protests in some countries, are accepted by a large section of 

the population in the PRC.4 Taiwan, South Korea, and 

Singapore have democratically elected governments who 

 
3 Cary Wu, "How Chinese Citizens View Their Government's 
Coronavirus Response," The Conversation, 
https://theconversation.com/how-chinese-citizens-view-their-
governments-coronavirus-response-139176; Peter Wang to 
Running Numbers, 1 Jul, 2021, 
https://www.thechicagocouncil.org/commentary-and-
analysis/blogs/what-do-chinese-think-about-their-governments-
response-covid-19. 
4 I thank a referee for drawing my attention to Amartya Sen’s 
argument about this relation between freedom and democracy in 
Development as Freedom (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999). 
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adopted less draconian and more calibrated but still effective 

measures to identify, trace, contain infected cases, keep the 

mortality rate low and temper the economic impact.  

The ideological dimension of the current geopolitical 

struggle between the United States and China includes a 

contest between liberal democracy and the “China model” 

that has borrowed from Confucian political thought, 

interpreted as advocating a form of meritocracy.5 Trump’s 

catastrophic mishandling of the pandemic might be treated 

as a glaring example of democracy’s failure in ensuring good 

leadership, which is needed in times of crises. However, the 

key feature of democratic systems is the regular removal 

(without violence and chaos) of elected officials with fixed 

tenures when they fail in their responsibilities. The vast 

 
5 Daniel A. Bell, The China Model: Political Legitimacy and the 
Limits of Democracy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2015); 
Daniel A. Bell and Chenyang Li, eds., The East Asian Challenge for 
Democracy: Political Meritocracy in Comparative Perspective (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2013); Tongdong Bai, Against 
Political Equality: The Confucian Case (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2020). For arguments against such proposals of 
“Confucian meritocracy,” see Fred Dallmayr et al., "Beyond Liberal 
Democracy: A Debate on Democracy and Confucian Meritocracy," 
Philosophy East and West  (2009); Sungmoon Kim et al., 
"Confucian Political Meritocracy? Possibilities and Limits " 
Philosophy and Social Criticism 46, no. 9 (2020): special issue. 
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improvement in managing Covid-19 in the United States 

that followed Joe Biden’s election testifies to the resilience 

of democratic systems.  

Taiwan and South Korea are democracies which have 

managed the pandemic relatively well. Beyond East Asia, 

liberal democratic New Zealand has handled the pandemic 

with impressive results from the very beginning. Whether 

political systems are democratic clearly does not determine 

the performance of governments in the pandemic. In 

contrast to Americans who consider wearing of masks an 

infringement on their individual freedom, most Taiwanese 

and South Koreans comply with government regulation to 

wear masks in public places, transport, and buildings, and 

submit without too much complaint to monitoring in order 

to identify infected cases and prevent further spread of the 

virus. Again, the difference does not lie in the political 

systems’ protection of individual rights. Both South Korea 

and Taiwan have ratified the International Covenant on 

Civil and Political Rights in 1990 and 2009 respectively. 

South Korea has the same total score (83) as the United 

States while Taiwan has a higher score (94) in the rating of 
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Civil and Political Rights in 210 countries by Freedom 

House.6 Nor is it because the Taiwanese and South Koreans 

do not value their rights as much as Americans.  

The difference lies in the human relationships and 

habits. Dewey emphasized that a democracy is not merely a 

political system; it is also a moral ideal, the idea of 

community itself. Freedom in a democratic community does 

not mean that every individual is “sovereign” and any 

restriction on her speech or action is an intolerable assault 

on her rights. In a democratic community, reasonable 

restrictions of freedom are justified by mutual respect and 

care among members. Is the sacrifice of freedom in wearing 

masks too much to ask to safeguard fellow citizens (not to 

mention oneself and one’s loved ones) from a life-

threatening virus? From a Confucian perspective, the virtue 

of humaneness (ren) disposes a person to respect and care 

for one’s immediate kin as well as fellow citizens – no 

coercion should be required for an act with the potential to 

 
6 According to the rating of Civil and Political Rights in 210 
countries by Freedom House, South Korea receives the same total 
score (83) as the United States, while Taiwan has a total score of 
94. https://freedomhouse.org/countries/freedom-world/scores. 
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save lives. While participants in rights-centered politics are 

prone to forget their responsibility of care for others in a 

zealous defense of their liberties, Confucians in East Asia 

may be too willing to sacrifice freedom for the “common 

good” when called upon to do so without critically assessing 

the need for the demanded sacrifice.  

Confucius remarked that trust is more important 

than arms and food to a government, for without trust, the 

people will not stand together with the government 

(Analects 12.7). Suspicion of government’s motives and 

agenda clearly drives the resistance to various measures, 

justified by doubts that they are necessary. The virtue of 

humaneness must be accompanied by wisdom, acquired 

through continuous learning from experience. In Deweyan 

terms, this means that mutual care and respect as free and 

equal members of community are not enough; democratic 

life demands participation in social inquiry into problems. It 

is easy to shake our heads at what appear to be conspiracy 

theories and total disregard of scientific knowledge; it is 

more difficult to get a clear understanding of the situation 

with an overload of often contradictory (mis)information, 
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as well deliberate omissions in reporting, censorship both 

official and commercial. To gain trust, governments need to 

empower citizens by putting at their disposals the tools of 

inquiry (from timely information to open fora for 

discussion) that will enable them to learn as well as 

contribute to knowledge of the pandemic. Governments 

alone cannot succeed in fighting the virus, only a people 

with a shared commitment to the welfare of fellow citizens 

(and all human beings) can win this battle. 
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n this short paper, I aim to address the crisis in liberal 

democracy by examining the qualifier ‘liberal’ in 

contemporary understandings of democracy. I begin 

by first addressing the seemingly popular assumption that 

democracy is synonymous with liberal democracy. While 

the qualifier itself implies that there are multiple forms of 

democracy, I draw on some of my own recent experiences 

of living in China to illustrate that democracy is always 

articulated to ideological positions that are operationalised 

in different ways. From here, I question the extent to which 

liberal democracy is itself the crisis. In doing so, I question 

the desirability of seeking to recover, or defend liberal 

democracy. Finally, I suggest that developing practices that 

enable students to interrogate the politics of truth claims as 

part of negotiating the significant challenges currently 

facing the world may be more worthwhile. 

 

I 
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Will the True Democracy Please Stand Up? 

Those of us who have been educated in so-called western 

liberal democracies risk making too many assumptions 

about what democracy is. Owing to the dominant school 

curricula, Ancient Greece is likely to feature strongly in 

these assumptions. And when we consider that historical 

conceptions of democracy often fail to take into account 

intersections with geography, it is not surprising if a notion 

of Greek democracy - however flimsy this may be - acts as 

the benchmark against which all other claims to democracy 

are to be judged. Yet, is it justifiable for such western 

notions of democracy to act as the arbiters of true 

democracy in the contemporary world? In this essay, I make 

the argument that there can be no one ‘benchmark’ because 

democracy is necessarily contextual and contested. It is both 

historically and geographically differentiated. 

Over thirty years ago, Edward Soja (1989) made the 

claim that “an essentially historical epistemology continues 

to pervade the critical consciousness of modern social 

theory” and that its hegemonic status “has tended to occlude 

a comparable critical sensibility to the spatiality of social life” 
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(10-11). Soja’s work was an important contribution to the 

‘spatial turn’ in the 1980s and ‘90s and its attempt to 

challenge the ‘tyranny of history’. Edward Said’s two essays 

on the idea of travelling theory (1983 and 2001) 

demonstrate that ideas cannot be thought of as essential. 

Instead, as they travel, ideas take on new shape and new 

meaning as they encounter new spaces of cultural politics. 

While historical notions take a temporal view of change, 

expressed as continuity and discontinuity, the kind of 

geographical reading proposed by Soja and Said allows for 

ideas to be changed through their interaction with the lived 

reality of social and political life elsewhere. The contested 

nature of democracy, framed historically, may lead us to 

acknowledge the reality that we can only ever discuss the 

many varieties of ‘prefix-democracy’ (Nyyssönen and 

Metsälä, 2021). However, without a sensibility to 

geography, it can be all too easy to assume that even such 

qualified notions of democracy mean the same thing 

everywhere. 

To illustrate the geographical implications for a 

concept such as democracy, I think back to my first visit to 
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China. On arrival, I could not help but notice the immense 

amount of construction going on, especially apartment 

complexes. Moreover, of the seemingly endless concrete 

structures designed to house people, it appeared that many 

of these new apartment buildings didn’t actually house 

anyone at all. As I sat in the taxi on the way from the airport 

to my destination, I noticed the fences which surround these 

construction areas. Seemingly ubiquitous, these long, 

flimsy-looking panels were adorned with images and words. 

Oftentimes, it was the Core Socialist Values of the Chinese 

Communist Party (CCP) on display. A reminder of what it 

is that lies at the foundation of all this ‘progress’. Included 

amongst the values are ‘justice’, ‘freedom’ and ‘democracy’. 

For an outsider, seeing these words proudly displayed may 

initially be jarring. Indeed, some ‘westerners’ scoff at such 

words being promoted by the CCP. To do so, however, is to 

fail to acknowledge that there is no absolute, pure, or fixed 

notion of democracy and nor is the western tradition the 

arbiter of that which counts as democracy. 
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Ought Liberal Democracy Be Saved? 

I have found myself wondering if the assumption behind the 

proclamations of a crisis in liberal democracy is that a purer, 

older, form of liberal democracy needs to be restored. 

Perhaps the threat is from the outside, the crashing waves of 

illiberalism weakening democracy’s very foundations. 

However, I can’t help but think that even those who are 

scampering to recover liberal democracy believe that it has, 

in fact, come apart from the inside; that there is something 

internal to the liberal conception of democracy that is not 

quite right. Indeed, it may well be that democracy’s 

articulation to liberalism itself is that which needs to be 

addressed, rather than simply assumed. 

Returning to the outside of western history, this crisis 

of liberal democracy may well have been foreseen in China 

by Sun Yat Sen, as well as Mao and subsequent leaders of the 

CCP. According to the Marxist scholar, Arif Dirlik, Sun Yat 

Sen: 

was a confirmed believer in the value of competition 

as a motive force of development, but since he 

observed from the European experience that 
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unbridled competition created class division and 

conflict, he believed that socialism was necessary to 

keep in check the undesirable consequences of 

capitalism. His conception of socialism, in other 

words, did not require the repudiation of capitalism, 

only its control. (1989, 39) 

Dirlik goes on to draw a connecting line between Sun’s 

views about the relationship between socialism and 

capitalism and Mao’s declaration of New Democracy as part 

of the peculiarly Chinese path of historical development 

towards communist social formations. Writing during the 

twilight years of Deng Xiaoping’s (unofficial) reign as 

Paramount Leader of China, Dirlik notes that “the  role 

socialism occupies in ‘socialism with Chinese 

characteristics’”, within the New Democracy formation, “is 

not that of immanent vision, pushing society further along 

the road to socialism, but of ideological guardian, to check the 

possibility of a slide into capitalism” (40, emphasis mine).  

What this demonstrates is that democracy is shaped 

by ideological and, I suggest, moral framings. It is not only 

about political organisation. But socialism itself has changed 
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since the time of Sun, and of Mao and Deng. And if 

liberalism has acted as a guardian of ‘western’ democracy, 

then it is also worth thinking about the ways in which it has 

changed as the concept has traversed both time and space. 

 

From (Neo)Liberal ‘Guardian’, to Practice of 

Democracy 

There is, of course, no one reason as to why liberal 

democracy may be considered to be in crisis. However, it 

could be argued that the various liberal formations have led, 

as Wendy Brown (2019) states, to the rise of antidemocratic 

politics in the west. To make such a claim, we need to be 

clear about what kind of liberalism we are talking about. My 

intention here is not to enter the debates about the 

meanings of classical liberalism. However, in making a 

distinction between a liberalism with a bent towards 

individual freedom (‘negative liberty’) and a liberalism with 

a bent towards collective freedom (‘positive liberty’), we are 

able to ask which of these has come to dominate the ‘western 
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social imaginary’. In my view, it is the former and this, I 

suggest, is a problem.  

One way of describing the crisis in liberal democracy 

might be to say that it has transformed into neoliberal 

democracy. While Brown makes the argument that “the 

liberalism in what has come to be called neoliberalism refers 

to liberalism’s economic variant” (2019, 39), this risks 

minimising the role that the individualistic version of 

political liberalism has played in helping to bring about 

neoliberal democracies. Having said that, it could be 

reasonably argued that neoliberalism, as a rationality 

derived from economic liberalism, has successfully 

swallowed both the individualistic and collectivist strains of 

classical political liberalism. Given the prominence of ‘New 

Deal’ and ‘European social welfare state’ - manifestations of 

liberalism that took seriously the collective -during the mid- 

and, in some cases extending until, the late-20th century, 

Brown’s narrative appears to make sense. Troublingly, 

Brown argues that “four decades of neoliberal rationality has 

resulted in a profoundly antidemocratic political culture” 

(86). 
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If all of this is the case, then the question becomes one 

of how it is that democracy can be imagined and practised 

under such conditions. What is it that will function as the 

ideological - perhaps even the moral - guardian of 

democracy? Simple answers will not do. It will not be good 

enough for educators to look to slogans or formulas for 

social justice. There exists an important task in all of this for 

education and educators to engage in the debates and the 

negotiations of what it means to live together. Education 

itself needs to be understood as constituting a set of critical 

practices, rather than understood as an institution, or simply 

being reduced to being an enabler of economic productivity. 

These critical practices entail the interrogation of the 

politics of truth claims, which takes us beyond what might 

be seen as a temptation in the contemporary ‘hashtag’ era to 

offer criticism as, or via, slogans. They will involve careful 

deliberation as to what is meant by truth and how to 

prioritise varying claims on freedom. These practices will 

include the struggle over which qualifier ought to act as the 

guardian of democracy. In other words, it is the practice of 
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democracy, not the particular concept of liberal democracy, 

that needs to be saved. 
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s was made clear in the U.S. Capitol attacks on 

January 6, 2021, the U.S. is struggling once 

again with the forces of what Jane Addams 

called "super-nationalism," an aggressive nationalism that 

masquerades as patriotism. She warned that the "social 

consequences" of nationalism are "amazingly disastrous."1  If 

we weren't taking far-right nationalism seriously before, the 

real-time insurrection on our screens that day on made us 

face it. Patriotic sentiments and the flag had become symbols 

of subversive violence. In the aftermath, many of us have 

felt powerless to address this nationalist aggression, 

culturally and with friends and family.  

Nationalism as used here is an exaggerated, radical 

patriotism, an often-blind loyalty that puts adherence to one 

vision of the nation above other moral claims. Its "us" vs. 

"them" mentality positions a particular religion, race, or 

culture as essential to the vision of nationhood. Recent 

 
1 Jane Addams "The Social Deterrent of Our National Self-
Righteousness: With Correctives Suggested by the Courageous 
Life of William Penn." Jane Addams’s Writings on Peace. Vol.4. 
(Bristol, England: Thoemmes Press, 1932/2003), 347. 

A 
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exclusionary nationalist policies resulted in withdrawals 

from international treaties, pacts, and organizations while 

creating opposition to immigration and free trade.  

While the violence of this radical nationalism felt 

unprecedented to many Americans, waves of extreme 

nationalism occurred throughout the twentieth century. 

Pragmatists Jane Addams (1860-1935) and Emily Greene 

Balch (1867-1961) were among those that warned of the 

dangers of nationalism and the conformity of thought that 

accompanies it. Addams and Balch were colleagues and 

international pacifist leaders; each received the Nobel Peace 

Prize, Addams in 1931 and Balch in 1946. They both 

dedicated their lives to political and social change, Addams 

through Hull House and social work and Balch through 

economic reform.2 They understood the cultural fears that 

often precipitate nationalism.  As an antidote, each urged an 

intentional openness to multiple pluralist perspectives, 

 
2 Balch founded a settlement house in 1892 but returned to 
academia as a professor at Wellesley from 1896–1918. She was an 
international advocate for peace after 1918, first working as the 
International Secretary-Treasurer of the Women's International 
League for Peace and Freedom. She wrote or edited six books, 
contributed chapters to half a dozen more, wrote eight influential 
pamphlets, and published over 120 articles. 
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engaging in the work of empathetic understanding and 

participating in shared cross-cultural practical projects.  

 

Fear/Uncertainty as a Precondition of Nationalism 

Nationalism often manifests as protective responses to 

perceived threats, such as from terrorism, loss of jobs, 

immigration, and, in 2020, from the pandemic. Trump 

stoked those fears with stories of imminent waves of 

migration, casting refugees and immigrants as threats to the 

nation. 

In her early writing, Addams saw nationalism in 

historical evolutionary terms as a continuation of tribalism. 

Early tribalism, she thought, had evolved into patriotism, 

which she hoped would lead to a humanitarian form of 

nationalism. Addams said she experienced nationalism in 

Europe in the 1880s as a "generous" and creative force that 

was unifying diverse peoples.3 Decades later, after seeing 

how nationalism contributed to the punitive conditions of 

the Treaty of Versailles, she said that rather than evolving, 

 
3 Jane Addams, Peace and Bread in Time of War. (Urbana and 
Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1922/2002), 99. 
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nationalism had devolved into an "authoritarian imposition 

of power" that "denounced as heretics all who differed." 

Instead of being a creative force, nationalism had come to 

demand unqualified obedience to a nation that "existed for 

it for its own ends of growth and power."  She identified 

different types of "overstimulated" nationalism: the "hyper-

nationalism" of suppressed people, the "imperialistic 

nationalism" of colonial empires, and the "revolutionary 

type" of nationalism in Russia.4 

In 1934, Addams added "economic nationalism," 

which equated business interests with the nation's 

interests.5 Balch also described how global capitalism, "the 

rule of the business super-man," was being advanced in the 

guise of nationalism and imperialism.6 The Great 

Depression only accentuated anti-immigration sentiments. 

In the 1930s, Balch worried about the fear generated by anti-

immigration nationalists, and she worked diligently to 

 
4 Addams, Peace and Bread, 98-101. 
5 “Exaggerated Nationalism and International Comity” in Jane 
Addams’s Writing on Peace. (1934, 2003), 357. 
6 “Economic Imperialism with Special Reference to the United 
States,” In Beyond Nationalism:The Social Thought of Emily 
Greene Balch, ed. Mercedes M. Randall. (New York: Twayne 
Publishers, Inc., 1972), 144. 
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oppose U.S. limitations on refugee admission as Nazism was 

taking control in Germany. 

 

Conformity of Thought and Nationalism 

Cultural fears and upheavals should signal a need for 

creativity and new ideas. Yet, when people feel threatened, 

the typical cultural response has been an urge for conformity 

and polarization of differences. Internal critical reflection is 

squashed. As Addams said in 1900, "our minds become 

polarized by passing events so that we have a curious 

tendency to mold our opinions to those of our fellows," and 

our philosophies "fail us when we need them most."7
 

Addams's warnings about nationalism intensified after 

WWI. In a talk at Swarthmore College in 1932, she warned 

of "a spirit of conformity" that resulted in the "the 

widespread belief that differing opinions may be controlled 

by force."8 

 
7 “Commercialism Disguised as Patriotism and Duty” in Jane 
Addams’s Writing on Peace. (1900, 2003), 5. 
8 Addams, “The Social Deterrent of our National Self-
Righteousness,” in Jane Addams’s Writing on Peace. (1934, 2003), 
343. 
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In 1934 Balch described the desire for the "happiness 

of merging self in the community"9 as an element of 

emerging fascism. In the same period, Addams warned of 

"impatience with differing opinions" and "such a great 

desire to conform that we really don't think at all."10 Balch 

despaired of those who urged blind obedience, even for 

Americans who "openly maintain… that unthinking 

obedience is better than action based on individual 

conscience and thought, that patriotism is synonymous with 

nationalism, that liberty is dangerous…."11  This desire for 

conformity makes differences appear dangerous.  

Long after Addams's death, Balch continued to call 

attention to nationalistic dogmatism, particularly during the 

fear generated by McCarthyism and the Cold War. Balch 

used her Nobel lecture in 1948 as an opportunity to continue 

to urge her audience to challenge their personal beliefs and 

ideas to stimulate a vibrant diversity of thought.12 As the 

 
9 Quoted in Mercedes M Randall, Improper Bostonian: Emily 
Greene Balch. (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1964). 
10 Addams, “The Philosophy of a New Day,” Jane Addams’s 
Writing on Peace (1933/2003), 351. 
11 From a pamphlet titled “Why Peace and Freedom” Quoted in 
Improper Bostonian, 326. 
12 https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/peace/1946/balch/lecture/ 
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Cold War developed, she urged Americans to continue 

thinking carefully about national policies saying in 1954 that 

she was "taken by surprise … most of all by the hostility to 

thought lest it lead to change."13 

 

Radical Empathy and Mutual Work 

Toward the end of her 2020 book Caste, Isabelle Wilkerson 

gives us a prescription with which to approach the 

polarization that results from our racial caste system, a 

prescription that could also be useful in the divisiveness of 

radical nationalism. Wilkerson suggests what she calls 

"radical empathy," which "means putting in the work to 

educate oneself and listen with a humble heart to 

understand another's experience from their perspective, not 

as we imagine we would feel. Radical empathy is not about 

you, and what you think you would do in a situation you 

have never been in and perhaps never will. It is the kindred 

connection from a place of deep knowing that opens your 

 
13 Address at a meeting in Kalamazoo, MI, 1954, quoted in 
Randall, Improper Bostonian, 432. 
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spirit to the pain of another as they perceive it."14  The 

empathy Wilkerson is prescribing resonates with the 

empathetic imagination that Addams continually fostered 

through her narrative writing.   

Radical empathy and narrative imagination can lead 

to what Addams called "cosmopolitan internationalism," an 

ethic that embraces concern for the well-being of those 

outside a country's boundaries as well as within. Addams 

and Balch believed that one way to develop a pluralistic 

international understanding could be mutual work on joint 

projects. Addams had seen this cooperative work modeled 

in the immigrant experience in the immigrant 

neighborhoods in Chicago and believed that it could be a 

potential model of inclusivity. Broadening and 

reconstructing individual experiences through cooperative 

efforts could change conflict-oriented nationalistic 

perceptions. Addams suggested students study abroad,15 and 

Balch proposed international teams of young people 

working together on reconstruction after the war, restoring 

 
14 Isabel Wilkerson. Caste: The Origins of Our Discontents. 
(Random House, 2020), 386. 
15 “Casting out fear” in Jane Addams’s Writings on Peace, 316-17. 
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communities while learning cultural communication, in 

some ways predictive of the Peace Corps.16 

Radical empathy and narrative imagination require 

one to back away from the fear and negativity that feeds 

nationalism. During the 1950s Cold War, Balch cautioned 

Americans against the suspicion and cynicism that prevents 

rational judgment and leads to a rise in nationalism. She 

challenged Americans to look beyond their national 

boundaries to understand other countries and their people, 

read papers published in foreign countries, and critically 

examine what the media is feeding us.17 One imagines that 

in today's world, Balch would be asking us to read, listen, 

and discuss outside of our social media bubbles. She and 

Addams might also be urging us to find ways to work on 

projects together, even when we disagree on politics. 

The pragmatist call for reconstructing our worldview 

through empathetic understanding and critically examining 

 
16 “An International Reconstruction Corp” in Beyond Nationalism, 
178. 
17 “Do We Desire Peace and How Much” in Beyond Nationalism, 
184. At the end of her life, she more forcefully critiques 
conformity and those who “prostitute their minds to unreasoning 
obedience and deliberate acceptance of what they know to be 
untrue.” Beyond Nationalism 240.  
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the messages fed to us can offer the alternative of being 

world citizens while still valuing the country we live in 

today.  
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ven after his departure from the office of the 

President of the United States, Donald Trump 

maintains considerable control over the 

Republican Party and remains influential in U.S. politics.1 

While he was in office, questions were raised about the 

economic, social and geopolitical consequences of his 

policies on the U.S. and the rest of the world. One issue that 

was also frequently raised concerned the long-term 

implications of Trump’s actions on the U.S. political 

system—does Trump’s particular brand of politics, or 

Trumpism, weaken long-existing democratic institutions in 

the country?  

Since Trump’s shadow still looms large today, this 

question is no less urgent than before. One popular 

perspective sees Trump as a threat to democracy, especially 

as illustrated by his attempt to overturn the results of the 

2020 Presidential election. Another perspective, one that is 

more critical of the political establishment, considers 

 
1 Phillip Elliott, “Donald Trump Still Leads The Republicans—And 
That’s Bad for Almost Everybody,” Time, accessed October 13, 
2021. https://time.com/6102500/donald-trump-gop-control/ 

E 
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Trump’s policies and modus operandi as an outgrowth of 

already existing political cultures and practices. In the 

former perspective, U.S. political institutions are then seen 

as functioning properly until Trump secured presidential 

power and began to undermine democratic safeguards. But 

the latter instead sees the current crisis in democracy as 

stemming from the deep-seated or inherent flaws of the U.S. 

political system, and Trump is merely a symptom.2 

While both positions are valid to an extent, I will 

offer a third alternative by introducing the concept of 

“democracy as a project” and drawing on the work of John 

Dewey and Grace Lee Boggs. Specifically, I argue that 

although Trumpism and the political crisis that it engenders 

have their systemic roots, it is important to make a 

distinction between the democratic ideals embedded within 

a political system, and the institutional mechanisms whose 

role is to actualize these ideals. Rather than a total 

repudiation of the existing political system tout court, the 

 
2 Daniel Denvir, "Donald Trump is a Menace to American 
Democracy But He Didn't Come Out of Nowhere," Jacobin, 
accessed July 25, 2021. https://jacobinmag.com/2020/06/donald-
trump-war-american-democracy-riots-coronavirus 
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way forward is to revolutionize the ways in which the 

democratic ideals are actualized at the state, associational 

and individual levels, so that the potentials of democratic 

principles can be fulfilled and their fulfillment can in turn 

serve as bulwarks against right-extremism.  

During the Trump administration, the Alt-Right 

movement has grown in influence while white supremacy 

in general was no longer shunned by the political 

mainstream and has become normalized.  Trump’s Alt-

Right supporters repudiate the demands by women and 

people of color for equal political, social and economic 

rights, they challenge the electoral process through 

disinformation campaigns, and their rejection of the 

Presidential election result culminated in the riot in the U.S. 

Capitol. The former U.S. President's sponsorship of these 

right-wing extremist groups is a key factor of their 

ascendance; scholars as well as former government officials 

such as Madeleine Albright have, as a result, expressed 

concern about the rise of fascism in American politics.  

But for Daniel Denvir, Trump is not what ultimately 

caused the fascist tilt in the political establishment. He 
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argues that Trump’s many policy positions, for example his 

views on immigration, crime and national security, are not 

an aberration but a continuation of both the Republican and 

Democratic Parties' positions.3  Denvir describes Trump as 

"a creature of the social order that preceded his government, 

not an extraterrestrial," and concludes that "[o]ur norms 

and institutions can't save us from Trump because they 

helped make him president. If we want people to respect 

norms and institutions, we must build new norms and 

institutions that are worthy of people's respect."4 But it is 

not clear in his argument which specific norms and 

institutions are responsible for Trump’s success. One 

perspective treats Trump as the originator of right-wing 

extremism’s current rise, the other as expressed by Denvir 

traces it to the political system itself. Both views capture 

aspect of the present political juncture, I will suggest a third 

perspective that offers a more comprehensive view. To do 

that, I will first introduce the concept of “democracy as a 

project.” 

 
3 Denvir, ibid. 
4 Denvir, ibid. 
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"Actually Existing Democracy" vs. "Democracy as a 

Project"     

Nancy Fraser used the term "actually existing democracy" 

when discussing Jürgen Habermas's analysis of the 

bourgeois public sphere. For Habermas, the public sphere 

first emerged in modern Western Europe and it was a space 

between the state and society that allowed for the coming 

together of private individuals to discuss politics and 

criticize state policies.  

The public sphere continues to be an important 

component of Western democracies today, and it has always 

been presented as a space that is open to all irrespective of 

their background. However, Fraser points out that white 

men with no property holdings, women of all classes and 

races, and men of subjugated racial groups were excluded 

from participation at different points in history. Despite the 

common (mis) conception of a bourgeois public sphere 

characterized by inherent egalitarianism and universal 

accessibility, the relatively diverse public sphere as it exists 

in many capitalist democracies today is very different from 



Wai Kit Choi        193	
	

Dewey Studies                      Vol 5 · No 2 · 2021 

	

the one that existed in the late nineteenth or early twentieth 

century.5 From Fraser's observation, two larger points 

about democratic practices follow. First, her discussion 

about public sphere suggests that there can be a gap between 

the utopian ideals embodied in a political system and their 

instantiations in social reality, and the term "actually 

existing democracy" is used to focus attention on the way a 

polity actually practices democracy rather than its claims 

about how it practices democracy. Second, if today's actually 

existing public sphere is much closer to the utopian 

democratic ideal than the early twentieth century public 

sphere was, then the gap between the ideal and its 

instantiation in reality is not immutable; the gap can shrink, 

or may even be eliminated. What causes the gap to shrink 

or disappear? The concept of "democracy as a project" is 

relevant in this connection.  

To describe democracy as a project is to reject 

treating it as merely a system of voting for representatives 

to be placed in the executive or legislative branches of the 

 
5 Fraser, ""Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the 
Critique of Actually Existing Democracy," 63. 
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government, and to suggest instead seeing democracy as an 

ongoing and dynamic process in which the people work 

together to defend and expand the power of self-

determination and autonomy for all at every level of a 

polity—state, associational and individual. The gap between 

the utopian ideals and their instantiation in reality shrinks 

when people work together from the bottom-up to enact 

the democracy project through participation in social 

movement. The Women's Suffrage and the Civil Rights 

Movements were mass movements that played an 

indispensable role in bringing the utopian democratic ideals 

expressed in the Declaration of Independence closer to 

social reality. Following the murder of George Floyd, the 

Black Lives Matter movement (BLM) has re-emerged and 

millions of people in different U.S. cities have mobilized to 

end a systemic racism that has criminalized and perpetuated 

state violence against African Americans. Similar to the 

other two social movements, the BLM can also be seen as a 

democracy project that aims at actualizing the ideal of racial 

inequality in social reality.  
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Democracy as a project is not limited to mass 

movements that operate at the state level. Drawing on John 

Dewey's and Grace Lee Boggs' work, I will explain how the 

democracy project can also be undertaken at the individual 

and associational level, and I will show how we can infer 

from the discussion of their writings strategies for 

expanding the democracy project when right-wing 

populism is on the rise. 

 

John Dewey and Grace Lee Boggs 

In "Creative Democracy: The Task before US,"6 Dewey 

explains what it means to think creatively about democracy; 

we need to stop relating to democracy as if it is a kind of 

mechanistic political ritual that we dutifully perform, such 

as going to the voting booth once every four years, rather, 

we should think of democracy "as a personal way of 

individual life: that it signifies the possession and continual 

use of certain attitudes, forming character and determining 

 
6 John Dewey, The Later Works, Vol. 14, 1925-1953, "Creative 
Democracy: The Task before US," ed. Jo Ann Boydston 
(Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1976) 224-230. 



Wai Kit Choi        196	
	

Dewey Studies                      Vol 5 · No 2 · 2021 

	

desire and purpose in all the relations of life" (LW 1976: 

226).  For Dewey, democracy is not something imposed 

upon the individuals from the outside, and the democratic 

institutions of a state, what I would call the democracy 

project at the state level, should instead be seen as the outer 

expression of the everyday democratic values that 

individuals have internalized and embodied. Specifically, 

Dewey suggests three guiding principles for practicing 

democracy as a personal way of life. First, have "faith in the 

possibilities of human nature" (LW 1976: 226) This means 

that our everyday action must be guided by the belief that 

each person, irrespective of her race, class and gender, has 

the equal right to develop her inner potentials and flourish 

as a full-fledged human being. Second, have "faith in the 

capacity of human beings for intelligent judgment and 

action if proper conditions are furnished" (LW 1976: 

227).  To do that, we need to support freedom of expression 

and assembly as well as the free exchange of ideas as 

guarantees of people's ability to act and judge rightly. In 

addition, in our everyday life we also need to prevent 

prejudice and mistrust from undermining our 
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communication with people from diverse backgrounds. 

Third, have "faith in personal day-by-day working together 

with others" (LW 1976: 228). This is the belief that group 

cooperation and communal life are intrinsically valuable. 

Differences of opinion and conflicts can arise in the process, 

and we need to ensure they can be settled by means of 

discussion and intelligent analysis rather than psychological 

or physical violence.  

Boggs' activism and writing, which I will draw on to 

explain how the democracy project can be practiced at the 

associational level, also illustrates Dewey's third principle 

about the importance of group cooperation. Born in Rhode 

Island to Chinese immigrant parents in 1915, Boggs 

received her Ph.D. degree in Philosophy from Bryn Mawr 

College in 1940, and became a collaborator with C.L.R. 

James and Raya Dunayevskaya within the Trotskyite 

Marxist movement. In 1953, she moved to Detroit, married 

James Boggs, a famous African American activist and writer, 

also her lifelong intellectual and political companion.7 

 
7 See James Boggs. Pages from a Black radical's notebook: A 
James Boggs reader.  (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 
2011). 
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Together they became active in the Black Power movement, 

broke away from traditional Marxism, and eventually 

developed an alternative model of revolution that 

underscored the centrality of community organizing and 

associational democracy. Even after Barack Obama was 

elected U.S. President, Grace Lee Boggs continued to argue 

that "[o]ur system of representative democracy, created by a 

great revolution, must now become the target of 

revolutionary change."8 But for her, revolution is not an 

event where the vanguards lead the masses to the seizure of 

state power at the zero hour when everything falls into 

place. Rather, revolution occurs through a long, protracted 

process of incremental changes at the local level where 

alternative communal associations—the ones that challenge 

mainstream capitalist practices and have a non-hierarchical 

organizational structure—help people maintain control of 

their own communities. As Boggs explains: "Instead of 

putting our organizational energies into begging Ford and 

 
8 Grace Lee Boggs, The Next American Revolution:  Sustainable 
Activism for the Twenty-first Century Updated and Expanded 
Edition. (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 
2012), 34. 
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General Motors to stay in Detroit—or begging the 

government to keep them afloat—so that they can continue 

to exploit us, we need to go beyond traditional capitalism. 

Creating new forms of community-based institutions (e.g., 

co-ops, small businesses, and community development 

corporations) will give us ownership and control over the 

way we make our living, while helping us to ensure that the 

well-being of the community and the     environment is part 

of the bottom line."9 

Given Detroit’s population and economic decline, 

creating these alternative associations is even more 

important, and a crucial part of this process is youth 

education. Boggs refers to educating young people as 

“planting the seeds of hope.” As the seeds begin to sprout 

and become intertwined with one another and 

organizations that share the same vision, a community of 

self-reliant associations emerges. Together with some other 

activists, Grace and James Boggs established Detroit 

Summer in 1992.10 Young people in the program undertook 

 
9 Boggs, The Next American Revolution, 48. 
10 Sharon Howell, Bernard Brock, and Eric Hauser. "A 
Multicultural, Intergenerational Youth Program: Creating and 
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communal projects that aimed at revitalizing the 

community; these activities included organizing health and 

arts festivals, rehabbing abandoned homes, and creating 

public arts in the neighborhood. But education through 

physical labor was also combined with learning through 

workshops, community dinners and intergenerational 

dialogue, and one of the more impactful projects of Detroit 

Summer is urban farming. Youths in the program were 

brought together with Gardening Angels, a group of 

African-American elders originating in the South who were 

growing food in their backyards for consumption. Young 

people were taught how to grow produce in community 

gardens and ties were established between Detroit Summer 

and other like-minded community groups. Boggs and 

Gerald Hairston of Gardening Angels joined with Hunger 

Action Coalition and East Michigan Environmental Action 

to organize a group called Detroit Growers Support Group, 

which became Detroit Agricultural Network. The Detroit 

Agricultural Network formed partnerships with Greening 

 
Sustaining a Youth Community Group." In Group Communication 
in Context: Studies of Bona Fide Groups, 2nd Edition, edited by 
Lawrence R Frey (New York: Routledge, 2003): 85-107. 
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of Detroit and the Michigan State University Extension in 

Wayne County to further promote the urban agricultural 

movement by offering educational programs that train 

participants on the techniques and methods of gardening, 

horticulture, as well as community organizing.11 When 

addressing the question of what Detroit Summer has 

accomplished, Boggs notes that “[t]he result has been that 

we have been able to develop the type of critical 

connections—of both ideas and people—that are the 

essential ingredients of building a movement.”12 By forming 

connections between organizations individuals with similar 

values and are able to collaborate democratically based on 

consensus building, the movement grows. The urban 

agricultural movement in Detroit today has attracted 

nationwide media attention,13 and it has successfully 

 
11 Boggs, The Next American Revolution, 119. 
12 Boggs, ibid, 115. 
13 Nicole Crowder, “A Garden Grows in Motor City,“ Washington 
Post, January 7, 2015. Accessed October 10, 2021. 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/in-sight/wp/2015/01/07/a-
garden-grows-in-motor-city/ 
Reif Larsen, “Detroit: The Most Exciting City in America?” New 
York Times, November 20, 2017. Accessed October 11, 2021. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/20/travel/detroit-michigan-
downtown.html 
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mitigated some of the adverse impacts of the city’s decline 

since the 1960s. The Detroit Summer Program has been 

credited with its role in the city’s revitalization process,14 

and alumni of the program continue to sustain and expand 

this decentralized, democratic network of self-reliant 

association. Ashley Atkinson, who is the Co-Director of 

Keep Growing Detroit, participated in the program in 2001, 

and Julia Putnam, who is one of the cofounders and current 

Principal of Detroit’s James and Grace Lee Boggs, 

participated in 1992. Other alumni have also been active in 

organizations or businesses that have partnerships with the 

program, these partners include Back Alley Bikes, Avalon 

Bakery and Earthworks Urban Farm.15  

As Boggs' activism and writing illustrate, one way of 

practicing the democracy project at the associational level is 

 
14 Richard B. Peterson, "Taking it to the city: urban-placed 
pedagogies in Detroit and Roxbury." Journal of Environmental 
Studies and Sciences 8, no. 3 (2018): 326-342. 
15 Keep Growing Detroit Website, “Meet the Staff,” accessed 
October 13, 2021. https://detroitagriculture.net/about/our-staff/ 
 Michael Jackman, “How Boggs School Julia Putnam is Rethinking 
Education, “ Detroit Metro Times, July 25, 2018. Accessed October 
13. https://www.metrotimes.com/detroit/how-boggs-school-
principal-julia-putnam-is-rethinking-
education/Content?oid=14096362 
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to build alternative communal organizations that help 

people achieve self-reliance, autonomy, and take control of 

their own communities. I will next show how Boggs’ work 

on Detroit Summer, in conjunction with Dewey’s idea of 

practicing democracy as a personal way of life, suggest a way 

of resisting the spread of right-wing extremism. 

 

Conclusion 

The concept of “democracy as a project” is introduced to 

address the question of Trump’s broader impacts on politics 

and democratic practices. One popular perspective sees him 

as the primary instigator of a democratic crisis that has 

never existed in the U.S. political institutions until he won 

the Presidency in 2016. While also seeing Trump as a threat 

to democracy, a more “structural” perspective as expressed 

by Denvir considers the present crisis as a reflection of 

inherent problems within the U.S. political system and that 

Trump is merely a symptom rather than the cause. There is 

some truth in both positions. The actions Trump took to 

maintain his power are arguably unprecedented in U.S. 

presidential history, yet his policies and views on many 



Wai Kit Choi        204	
	

Dewey Studies                      Vol 5 · No 2 · 2021 

	

issues, for example immigration, race, taxes, national 

security…etc., are not inconsistent with the positions held 

by many Republicans, or even those of the Democrats.  

While acknowledging that elements of the current 

democratic crisis have their systemic roots that stretch 

before and beyond Trump’s political ascendence, it is also 

important to be clear on which aspects of the political 

system are “structurally” undemocratic and recognize 

Trump’s role in exacerbating that tendency through his 

particular mode of power play. Central to the concept of 

“democracy as a project” is the distinction between the 

democratic ideals embodied in a political system, and the 

institutional mechanisms whose roles are to actualize these 

ideals. To describe the present crisis in democracy as 

“systemic” is not to say that the democratic ideals themselves 

are inherently defective and should be jettisoned; it merely 

means that the institutions have failed in their roles to 

actualize the ideals, and as the re-emergence of the BLM 

protests illustrates, there are systemic dysfunctionalities that 

predate Trump; but his rise in power has created additional 

obstacles to the actualization of these ideals.  
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Social movements can transform political institutions 

and lead to greater actualization of the democratic ideals at 

the state level. But as the discussion of Dewy and Boggs 

shows, these ideals can also be actualized by implementing 

the democracy project at an individual and associational 

level. This point helps devise a strategy for addressing right-

wing populism.  

Karen Stenner and her collaborator Jonathan Haidt 

draw on social psychology and argue “that the political 

shocks roiling Western liberal democracies at present—

which in reality began with rumblings in the 1990s—are 

more appropriately and efficiently conceived as products of 

this authoritarian dynamic.”16 By authoritarian dynamic 

they mean intolerance of difference that is tied to 

authoritarian predisposition and normative threat, and in 

their argument the main reason people support right-wing 

extremism is not economic distress, but their intolerance of 

multiculturalism. “Liberalism”, they claim, “has now 

 
16 Karen Stenner, and Jonathan Haidt. "Authoritarianism is not a 
momentary madness, but an eternal dynamic within liberal 
democracies." In Can it happen here: Authoritarianism in America, 
edited by Cass R Sunstein (New York: HarperCollins, 2018): 175-
220. 
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exceeded many people’s capacity to tolerate it.”17 Suppose 

that they are right about the growing intolerance of 

difference, but it is not true that everyone who voted for 

Trump did so because of this “authoritarian dynamic.” For 

example, a significant number of Trump supporters voted 

for Obama in the previous election.18 These Obama-Trump 

voters did not vote out of the “authoritarian dynamic” 

because if they did, they would not have voted for Obama in 

the first place. This means that not all Trump voters exhibit 

authoritarian dynamic, and this is important; it suggests that 

some Trump voters can change their views, and that their 

capacity to act is not beholden to some personality 

archetype.  

Through Boggs’ activism we see that participation in 

the democracy project at the associational level can be a 

transformative experience that leads to empowerment. But 

associational democracy requires group cooperation, and it 

can be difficult to achieve unless group members also 

 
17 Stenner and Haidt, ibid, 219. 
18 Nate Cohn, “The Obama-Trump Voters are Real. Here is What 
they Think,” New York Times, August 15, 2017. Accessed October 
13, 2021. https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/15/upshot/the-obama-
trump-voters-are-real-heres-what-they-think.html 
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actualize the democracy project at the individual level, that 

is, to practice democracy as what Dewey called “a personal 

way of individual life.”  One way to contain the growth of 

right-wing extremism is to show some of these Trump 

supporters that the domination of the political elites can be 

addressed without resorting to a charismatic authoritarian 

figure. This can be done by, following Boggs, organizing 

these Trump supporters and actualizing the democracy 

project with them at the association level through successful 

consensus building that is made possible by each person’s 

democratic practices at the individual level as outlined by 

Dewey. “We’re the leaders we’ve been waiting for,” Boggs 

said. Perhaps the problem with liberal democracy is not 

merely its orientation towards multiculturalism, as Stenner 

and Haidt suggest, hence requiring intolerant people to 

become tolerant of others. Rather, it is also the sense of 

disempowerment widely shared by people across the 

political spectrum due to the failed actualization of the 

democratic ideals enshrined in the liberal political system. 
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n 17 June 2021, a group of about a hundred 

protesters from the Elokapina movement set 

camp on Mannerheimintie, the main street of 

Helsinki, a few dozen meters from the House of the 

Parliament, blocking much of the traffic, and demanding 

accelerated climate action on part of the Finnish 

government. (Elokapina describes itself as an independent 

part of the international Extinction Rebellion movement 

that started in the United Kingdom in 2018.) After a series 

of negotiations with the police, a mutually agreed upon 

relocation of the protest, and eventual return to the original 

location, the protesters present were carried to cars and 

jailed by the police on the evening of 20 June. Throughout 

the weekend, social media filled with reactions to the 

protesters’ actions. While others showed support, many 

described the protest as useless, harmful, and polarizing, and 

proposed using force to stop it. The protest and the social 

media frenzy quickly took over and remained the main news 

in the country for several days. Government ministers and 

O 
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members of parliament visited the protesters both to listen 

to their concerns and to argue with them.  

Perhaps the immense attention that the protesters’ 

actions managed to garner is somewhat particular to 

Finland. Camping on a street in protest is less likely to 

provoke such a reaction in many other countries with much 

more colourful traditions of protests and civil disobedience. 

However, the Elokapina protest brings to the foreground 

many elements of the political and media climate that are 

hardly limited to a single Finnish case.  

The first is that polarized debate on social media is 

the driving force behind journalistic content. The protest 

did not cause any major disruption to traffic, despite taking 

place on a main street: some trams were rerouted (even 

though the protesters let them through) and cars needed to 

take alternative routes. What drove the media attention was 

the immensely polarized discussion that the protest 

provoked, leading to inexplicably violent visions of what 

should be done, with one well-known political journalist 

publicly inquiring whether it would not be illegal for him to 

drive over the protesters if it’s not illegal for them to be on 
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the street. This phenomenon is familiar to us all. Aided by 

engagement-hungry algorithms, provocations garner 

attention from all sides – so much so that a reasonably 

efficient strategy for some politicians has been to cover any 

massive problem by sparking yet another and even larger 

controversy. Mostly everyone has been fooled into 

exacerbating the problem.  

The second is that these reactions quickly eclipse any 

original point or political message. In Finland, while few 

publicly disagreed with the Elokapina protesters’ view 

concerning the needfulness of stronger climate action, the 

debate concentrated on the justifiability and legality of the 

protest. Even some politicians representing the Green party 

– the party that traditionally advocates for climate action 

and currently holds the post of Minister of Climate and 

Environment, making the party a target of the protest – 

argued that the protesters should be forcibly removed from 

blocking public transportation. Following the protesters’ 

refusal to follow police instructions to relocate, many held 

that such civil disobedience is needless or even harmful in a 

free, democratic, rule-of-law state such as Finland. 
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Although, as said, local tradition may explain these views, 

comparisons could be made with some of the reactions to 

the Black Lives Matter protests that took place in many U.S. 

cities and over the world in 2020.  

Democracy is an experiment. What those words tend 

to be taken to mean is that it may fail – that our democratic 

institutions are precarious and vulnerable. What we often 

forget is that democracy is also an experiment from within, 

a call to experiment and revise. Pragmatism as a political 

philosophy – largely inspired by John Dewey’s work – resists 

the identification of democracy with a set of institutions and 

practices and constitutional rights, or (perhaps a bit more 

sophisticatedly) with a fixed interpretation of their contents. 

It reminds us that democracy is never finished. In this, 

democracy is united with another grand project, science. 

Indeed, as I have argued elsewhere, the original 

contribution of pragmatism to political philosophy is its 

view of democracy as (a form of) social inquiry. Not only are 

public policies understood as hypotheses, but the methods 

of this inquiry are themselves open to revision – just as in 

science in general. This experimental process requires 
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pluralism, or tolerance towards alternative views and 

proposals concerning the ways in which public policy is to 

be devised.1 

This pragmatist perspective helps us to keep our ideas 

and ideals of democracy sufficiently unfixed to attempt to 

meet the challenges we face. Firstly, some of democracy’s 

current ills may result from too fixed views of its actual 

practices. This is the case particularly in education. 

Educators have certainly realized that online discussions and 

unreliable sources such as YouTube videos have become a 

major influence on the political opinion of many (although 

especially those who currently have little access to 

educational institutions, such as the elderly). Nevertheless, 

what educators on all levels may often end up teaching is 

 
1 I have argued that pragmatism should be kept distinct from 
Rawlsian and Habermasian ideals of a “deliberative” democracy 
that take agreement (under some actual and ideal conditions) to 
be the aim of the democratic process (Rydenfelt 2011a; 2013; 
2019b; 2019c; 2021). The pragmatist vision I’ve attempted to 
articulate depends on the possibility of a normative science, that 
is, a scientific study of what should be, a notion that both C. S. 
Peirce and Dewey advanced in different ways (Rydenfelt 2011b; 
2015a; 2015b; 2019a). For discussion on the issue of pluralism 
(and its implications in the philosophy of education), see 
Bernstein (1987), Talisse & Aikin (2005), Bernstein (2015) and 
Rydenfelt (2020). 



Henrik Rydenfelt        218	
	

Dewey Studies                      Vol 5 · No 2 · 2021 

	

drawn from the old world, where the reliable sources are 

books and quality newspapers, and the political process is 

conducted by way of candidacy, platforms, speeches and 

votes. While citizens require education concerning formal 

democratic institutions, we need to take a much closer look 

on how to teach both children and adults to participate in 

the political practices of the new world of social media, 

algorithms, and rapidly evolving public discourse, and to 

change those new practices for the better.  

The Finnish case shows that the issue extends to all 

levels of education. Following the Elokapina protest, the 

largest national daily, Helsingin Sanomat, interviewed three 

legal experts who all agreed that the protesters' actions were 

well within their constitutional rights.2 Two of the experts 

wished not to be named in the news story. This is 

problematic as journalism. Are experts really experts if they 

remain anonymous? But the case brings to light an even 

deeper issue. If researchers refuse to be named in the media 

– presumably in the fear of excessive and even threatening 

feedback on social media – universities are failing to provide 

 
2 https://www.hs.fi/politiikka/art-2000008069148.html. 
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the support and education that current and future 

generations of experts require to participate in public 

discussion as it stands today.  

The second source of democracy’s ills may be too 

fixed views of its ideal practices. Consult any international 

comparison concerning free speech, corruption, political 

violence, literacy, even happiness, Finland looks to be an 

exemplary democracy. But considered from the perspective 

of the country’s prospects in meeting the needs of current 

and future generations under the spectre of the major 

environmental crises that we are facing, the democratic 

steps taken so far are hardly sufficient. Instead of 

concentrating on the legality of the protesters’ actions – 

symptomatic of the Finnish discussion – educators should 

consider and discuss the broader political and philosophical 

message of such movements that can reveal that our 

democratic ideals – by way of both policy and process – are 

insufficient and require revision.  

Keeping our democratic ideals unfixed comes with a 

price. It means that we often cannot dismiss the practices 

and actions of others as simply undemocratic. As a poignant 
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case of this sort, we should resist categorically writing off 

events like those that take place in the U.S. Capitol on 6th 

January 2021 as being against democracy. This is not only to 

say that among the protesters that day there were those who 

had been convinced, by a democratically elected president, 

that a presidential election was rigged and stolen – although, 

of course, the democratic institutions in place had shown 

that this was not the case. Reflection, discussion and debate 

is required to explicate why these events were hostile to 

democracy rather than attempts to draw attention to the 

problems of the democratic process. Indeed, without a 

closer inspection we cannot be sure whether some of the 

protesters acted in the interest of democracy. For example, 

were some of the people present in protest against the media 

system, including both legacy and social media, that 

produces increasing polarization of political opinion while 

retaining political power in the same hands election after 

election? Did some of the protesters really advance different 

democratic ideals, such as alternative ways of electing the 

leadership of the country by a popular vote? If we suspect 

that the answer might be in the affirmative, we should 
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discuss the merits and problems of those ideals. This is an 

immense task for educators, researchers and experts from 

different fields, one that requires deep commitment to 

learning and to pluralism. But it may need to be undertaken 

to keep the experiment alive. 
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iberal democracies are experiencing a deep 

epistemic crisis (Dahlgreen 2018). Trumpism, the 

rise of Covid-conspiracy theories, distrust in 

media coverage, and lacking agreement among citizens 

about basic aspects of reality are only the more obvious 

phenomena affecting the current state of public debate 

(Stanley 2015, D’Ancona 2017). In many respects, this 

situation not fully new. Truth and knowledge have always 

had an ambivalent status in democratic societies (Arendt 

2006, Vogelmann 2018, Rosenfeld 2020). However, the 

current crisis has several specific features resulting from the 

hegemony of the neoliberal expertocratic project, the 

challenges of digital technologies, the growing distance 

between science and citizens, the marketization of 

information, and the incapacity of epistemic authorities to 

adequately address social injustice and inequalities (Kitcher 

2011, Fuller 2017, D’Ancona 2017).  

These challenges threaten democracy in its very 

existence since they have contributed to the erosion of its 

two basic epistemological conditions: the intellectual trust 

L 
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of citizens on epistemic authorities (including fellow 

citizens), and more basically, the orientation towards some 

(even minimal) idea of truth (Rosenfeld 2020).  

In this context, several political-epistemic projects 

have come to the fore as candidates with the power to 

restore the epistemological foundations of democracy. 

Though in different ways and to different degrees, they have 

in common that they reclaim the value of the wisdom of 

ordinary citizens, whose recognition they see as a 

fundamental step to achieving intellectual trust and (even 

minimal) truth-orientation in democratic societies.  

Firstly, right- and left-wing populist movements 

appeal to the wisdom of the crowd against the “abstract” and 

“corrupt” knowledge of the elites (Werner-Müller 2015, 

Mudde & Kaltwasser 2017, Rosanvallon 2021). Populist 

epistemologies often include complex and self-contradicting 

phenomena raging from trust in “alternative experts” or 

conspiracy theories, to trust in one’s own judgement against 

social beliefs. They represent attempts at counteracting 

neoliberalism's expertocratic aims, even if often they have 
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contributed to further eroding intellectual trust and truth-

orientation.  

Secondly, liberal positions react to the current 

epistemic crisis by appealing to the old liberal ideal of 

knowledge aggregation. Here the wisdom of ordinary 

citizens is appealed to as participants in the marketplace of 

ideas. This view is reflected in the range of different 

strategies liberal authors propose to defeat post-truth, 

including fake-news-detecting algorithms, the 

enhancement of digital culture among individuals to be able 

to discern between good and bad information, or promoting 

emotionally charged discourses to appeal to individuals’ 

truth-orientation (D’Ancona 2017, Adler & Drieskova 

2021).  

Thirdly, proponents of an open democracy and 

democratic innovations search for more democratic forms 

of political representation (Smith 2009, Landemore 2021). 

They aim at bringing back citizens to the core of 

representative institutions based on the idea that the 

diversity of perspectives enhances the quality of collective 

decisions. Truth-orientation and intellectual trust should be 
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promoted by closing the gap between citizen’s participation 

and citizen’s representation.  

Finally, democratic experimentalism, often in 

combination with feminist, post-colonial, and 

environmentalist movements, finds in examples such as 

Zapatismo, the indignados, or current struggles for human 

rights and against climate change the instantiation of more 

critical, socially substantial, and pluralist political 

epistemology (Sousa Santos 2014, Sabel 2012, Anderson 

2001, 2014, Medina 2013, Frega 2019, Serrano Zamora 

2021, Serrano Zamora & Herzog 2021).  

Each of the candidates holds (more or less) coherent 

sets of epistemological assumptions. I call these sets 

“epistemological-political orientations” (EPOs). EPOs 

influence the choices political actors make about the 

epistemic authorities that should have a say in processes of 

democratic problem-solving (should we listen to journalists, 

scientists, to priests, or to those directly affected in order to 

solve a collective problem?) as well as the typical practices of 

knowledge-production political actors enact (should we, for 

example, consult a private company, organize a public 
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conference, attend an expert workshop, or participate in a 

citizen assembly to find out about where to install solar 

panels in our town?). Accordingly, if one of these four 

projects – or a combination of them – becomes hegemonic 

as the way out of the epistemic crisis of democracy, we can 

expect that this will influence three (interlinked) spheres of 

epistemic cooperation: the internal organization of expert 

knowledge-production (how should scientists interact, for 

example, regarding the possibility of bias in their own 

research?), the epistemic communication between experts 

and citizens (how much should citizens and scientists 

cooperate as epistemic actors?), and the organization of 

problem-solving practices by political actors (How should 

democratic publics solve their collective problems?).  

As philosophers with an interest in the fate of 

democracy we have the task to characterize, evaluate, and 

explore the conditions of implementation of these four 

candidates – i.e.  populism, liberalism, democratic 

representation, and democratic experimentalism – from the 

point of view of their capacity to counteract the eroding 

tendencies affecting the epistemic foundations of 
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democracy. This does not mean having to choose one of the 

available candidates as the only valid one but, rather, 

exploring what are the potentials and the limits of each and 

look for potential hybridizations. Neither does this mean 

taking as a standard for evaluation the ideals of truth and 

knowledge we have inherited from Europe’s Enlightenment 

without submitting them to a fundamental criticism. Nor 

does it mean coming back to an ideal situation that never 

existed previously to the epistemic crisis. Hence, it has been 

correctly argued by feminism and postcolonial views that 

Enlightenment’s ideals are themselves problematic for 

sustaining certain forms of injustice, playing a role in the 

current epistemic crisis. Rather, exploring the potentials of 

these candidates involves evaluating them in their capacity 

to promote trust and truth-orientation under conditions of 

deep epistemic pluralism (Sousa Santos 2014), and the 

ability to account for the necessary critical attitudes that 

unmask injustices and other social pathologies (Celikates 

2018, Haslanger 2021). These conditions need to be brought 

to the center of our analysis since deep epistemic pluralism 
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and pervasive social injustices are at the root of the current 

epistemic crisis. 

 

Democratic Experimentalism Is Not Populism 

The task I propose here – and which I can only point to in 

this brief article – should also contribute to enlightening 

current public debates, since too often political projects that 

reclaim the value of citizens’ knowledge are merely 

perceived as populist. This is particularly urgent for the case 

of democratic experimentalism, which is often either made 

invisible or conflated with populism by political analysts as 

well as the media. One of the reasons for this is that both, 

populism, and democratic experimentalism represent forms 

of popular reaction to the effects of neoliberalization that 

have emerged “from below.” Both aim at renewing 

institutional politics (la politique) from the forces of a non-

institutionalized street politics (le politique) (Ogien and 

Laugier 2014). Both for populists and democratic 

experimentalists it is not only a question of criticizing 

outdated institutions and a deficient model of representative 

democracy, but also of proposing – sometimes in a pre-
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figurative way in their own forms of organization – 

alternatives to the expertocratic epistemological model.  

However, both projects must be clearly differentiated 

since their democratic potentials as well as the potential to 

promote epistemic trust and a minimal sense of truth 

orientation clearly differ (Serrano Zamora & Santarelli 

2021). Here I will mention only two central differences 

among them. Firstly, populism underestimates the 

epistemic value of the application of rational methods and 

orients itself towards forms of immediate experience such as 

experiential proximity (“I know it because I have 

experienced it”), spontaneity (“I know it because no 

consistent and reflective method was implemented”) and 

emotional proximity (“I know it because I feel it with 

intensity”). In contrast, democratic experimentalism holds 

that the three forms of immediacy (i.e., experiential 

proximity, spontaneity, and emotional intensity) can be 

articulated with rational processes and methods of 

knowledge production. For experimentalists, and contrary 

to populist premises also shared by neoliberals, 

implementing reflective methods is not incompatible with 
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using these sources of knowledge that are commonly 

attributed to “the people.” Instead of absolutizing and 

contraposing “rational method” or “immediate, popular, 

everyday experience” as neoliberals and populist do, 

democratic experimentalism understands these aspects as 

phases of a complex and plural knowledge process where 

experts and citizens can explore a variety of forms of 

epistemic cooperation.  

Secondly, democratic experimentalism distances 

itself from both the atomistic model of populism 

(knowledge as belonging to the isolated individual) and 

liberal aggregativism (knowledge as the mere sum of 

individual beliefs) and proposes to understand the 

production of knowledge as a cooperative process that 

includes various forms of epistemic cooperation. As Helen 

Longino states, epistemic cooperativism "stresses the 

interdependence of cognitive agents and subjects. This 

characterization of knowledge subjects as interdependent 

carries with it the idea of individual subjects without 

individualism" (2002: 91). This approach to epistemic 

practice clearly differs from populism, for which knowledge 
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is gained either in isolation from other epistemic peers or in 

fusion with the whole community. Here it should be noted 

that speaking of cooperation should not lead us to think that 

the production of knowledge should be a conflict-free 

process. On the contrary, democratic experimentalists see 

conflicts, in the form of social mobilizations, for example, as 

elements that make it possible to contrast perspectives, 

articulate interpretations, and generate new ways of 

disclosing aspects of the world.  

Against hegemonic public discourse it is urgent to 

show that a democratizing and emancipatory project of 

vindication of popular knowledge can draw from the 

potential of current democratic experimentalist experiences 

that, strictly speaking, are not part of a populist culture. This 

alternative tradition draws its sources from pragmatism, 

liberal socialism, as well as for feminist and post-colonial 

epistemologies (Santos 2014). It is rooted in many social 

movements and socialist-democratic political struggles the 

origin of which goes back at least to the times of the French 

Revolution. 
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n the UK, politicians are increasingly framing the 

threat to liberal democracy as a culture war between 

the general public and “woke” activists, defined as 

people with ‘an awareness of social justice issues’ and a desire 

for social reform (Casalicchio, 2021).1 Against the backdrop 

of the Black Lives Matter protests of 2020, the Common 

Sense Group of parliamentarians took up arms in the ‘battle 

of ideas’ (Hayes, 2021, p. 1) between the public and what 

they describe as ‘subversives fuelled by ignorance and an 

arrogant determination to erase the past and dictate the 

future’ (ibid). Striking a blow against the latter, UK 

Communities secretary, Robert Jenrick, used the term 

‘baying mob’ (Jessel, 2021) to describe protestors who tore 

down the effigy of a slave trader and attacked other statues. 

In 2021, the UK government legislated to protect ‘20,000 

 
1 Originally, “stay woke” was a colloquial phrase used by the Black 
community in the USA to remind its members to be on guard 
against oppression and police brutality (Romano, 2020). Today, 
the term “woke” is used by right-wing politicians to ridicule all 
socially liberal ideologies (Morris, 2020), for example the views 
expressed by Extinction Rebellion and Stonewall, Europe’s largest 
LGBTQ+ rights organisation. This appropriation of the term 
“woke” serves to de-legitimise and silence Black voices (Brownlee, 
2021). 

I 
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statues and monuments throughout England for future 

generations’ (GOV.UK, 2021), mandating a policy of ‘retain 

and explain’ (ibid) for memorials to contentious figures such 

as colonialists. In so doing, a significant faction of UK 

politicians sought to reduce debate over the economic and 

social forces unleashed by neoliberal globalisation into a 

simple binary of ordinary people/the “woke”. This paper 

explores this binary by drawing on Dewey’s art theory to 

challenge the assumption that “ordinary people” are 

experiencing culture in a different way than supporters of, 

for example, Black Lives Matter.  

At first glance, the war on woke appears to be a 

manifestation of the divide, observed by William James in 

his 1909 lecture, between the ‘tender-minded’ rationalist 

(“artistic”) temperament and ‘tough-minded’ empiricist 

(“scientific”) temperament (James, 1981, p. 10). In support 

of this conjecture, we might note that the father of 

neoliberalism, Friedrich von Hayek, was strongly opposed 

to rationalist economic theory, describing the French 

rationalist tradition as ‘simply and completely wrong’ 

(Hayek, 2011, p.112). It is perhaps not surprising that some 
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Conservative politicians, well versed in the creed of Hayek-

via-Thatcher, have dismissed “wokeness” as the tender-

minded desire to engineer society to mollify individuals who 

believe themselves to be the victims of discrimination.  

Arguably, the desire to resist social engineering 

through the preservation of memorials to slave traders 

confirms Harbour’s (1982, p. 90) hypothesis that the 

foundations of Conservative moral theory have ‘crumbled’, 

and that the ‘presumption of rough correlation between 

tradition and the universal rules of morality’ has given way. 

In England, nostalgia for a glorious past that trivializes 

current concerns has supplanted Conservative belief in a 

universal moral order. For example, the Common Sense 

Group does not attempt to argue that England’s historic 

slave trade conformed to universal rules of morality. 

Instead, it argues that the memory of the British Empire as 

a ‘modernising, civilising force that spread trade, wealth and 

the rule of law around the globe’ (Bacon, 2021, p.20) is being 

distorted by the “woke” fixation on slavery.  

This perspective complements, and thus reinforces, 

the UK Government’s report from the Commission on Race 
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and Ethnic Disparities (2021). The authors of the report 

claim that ‘most of the disparities we examined, which some 

attribute to racial discrimination, often do not have their 

origins in racism’ (ibid, p. 11). They allege that ‘an 

increasingly strident form of anti-racism thinking’ (ibid) is 

diverting attention from ‘the other reasons for minority 

success and failure, including those embedded in the 

cultures and attitudes of those minority communities 

themselves’ (ibid). There is an obvious relationship between 

the belief that we distort our perception of the British 

Empire if we focus our gaze on slavery, and the belief that 

we distort our perception of modern Britain if we focus our 

gaze on racism. Presumably, permitting woke activists to 

destroy slave traders’ memorials risks exacerbating the latter 

problem.  
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How might Dewey’s art theory help clarify the culture 

war in England and point to avenues for its resolution?  

For Dewey,  

The moral function of art itself is to remove 

prejudice, do away with the scales that keep the eye 

from seeing, tear away the veils due to wont and 

custom, perfect the power to perceive. The critic’s 

office is to further this work, performed by the object 

of art. (Dewey, 2005, p. 338) 

Woke activists took on the office of critic during the Black 

Lives Matter protests of 2020, inviting audiences to view the 

statue of a Bristol slave trader without the scales of 

prejudice. Torn down and thrown into the river by Jenrick’s 

“baying mob”, the statue is now on display in the M-Shed, 

Bristol, prone and covered in graffiti (BBC, 2021). However, 

a Twitter group, Save Our Statues, is also taking on the role 

of critic, inviting audiences to regard this statue as part of 

‘our country’s illustrious cultural heritage’ (Cork, 2021) and 

urging its supporters to block-book time slots to kybosh the 

exhibition of the desecrated statue. It seems that the culture 
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war is likely to be a protracted stalemate between 

diametrically opposed parties.  

Are supporters of Save Our Statues (SOS) 

experiencing material culture differently than supporters of 

Black Lives Matter (BLM)? Dewey’s art theory implies that 

the answer is both yes and no. Dewey echoes James (1981), 

arguing that ‘there are individuals and even classes of 

individuals who are dominantly executive or reflective; 

dreamers or “idealists” and doers’ (Dewey, 2005, p. 258). The 

transfer of the individual’s values (partially informed by 

disposition) to the perception of the object (described by 

Dewey as ‘projection’, ibid, p. 260) may prompt the spectator 

to admire or dislike a particular statue. However, Dewey 

claims that regardless of disposition, the individual interacts 

with the environment to produce an experience, and this 

process is the same for BLM and SOS supporters. Dewey 

refers to the ‘rhythms in human history’ (ibid, p. 262) to 

explain shifts in thinking about art, and it seems that BLM 

supporters are interacting with material culture from a 

temporally different place from SOS supporters, regardless of 

their individual dispositions.  
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To explain what is meant by this, it is helpful to 

consider the Foucauldian episteme, defined by Butler et al 

(2012, p. 268) as ‘a field of knowledge and set of practices 

that shape our conceptualization of and engagement with 

the world’ at a given time. Today, we are arguably entering 

what Jarzombek (2018, p. 95) has dubbed the ‘identitarian 

episteme’, in which the ‘national chauvinism’ (ibid, p. 99) of 

the nation-state is being supplanted by multiple 

interpretations of modernity. Although a shift in the 

episteme makes possible new discursive practices without 

rendering the past wholly unintelligible, Dewey (2005, p. 

262) cautions that art critics are ‘likely to take as what is 

uppermost in the art tendencies of their own day as the 

normal psychological base of all art’. If the critic’s experience 

of art is grounded in the waning “nation-state episteme”, 

this phenomenon is likely to manifest itself as the assertion 

of the importance of heritage in the face of “abnormal” 

psychology, as in the case of SOS’s reaction to BLM. 

Arguably, the decision of the Walt Disney Company to 

address historical racism and sexism and add disclaimers to 

its back-catalogue of films (Rose, 2021) confirms that the 
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epistemic tide is turning towards an identitarian field of 

knowledge and set of practices.  It is important to note that 

Disney’s actions do not reflect executives’ dispositions, but 

this changing tide: it is simply ‘good business’ (ibid) to align 

the corporation with audiences’ evolving preferences. SOS 

and the Common Sense Group of politicians are taking on 

the role of Canute, endeavouring in vain to hold back the 

tide. This is not a “war” that can be won.  

Instead of recognising “wokeness” as the most highly 

evolved expression of the identitarian episteme to date, 

some UK politicians appear to believe that supporters of 

groups such as BLM have a “tender-minded” disposition and 

are ‘seeking offence everywhere’ (Bacon, 2021, p. 22). This 

disposition, we are told, threatens the very future of 

‘democracy and freedom’ (ibid, p. 24) and must be resisted 

through policies such as ‘retain and explain’ (GOV.UK, 

2021). The use of the term “woke” by right-wing politicians 

is itself an assault of the legitimacy of complaints against 

racism, as it is ‘an offensive cultural appropriation’ of Black 

speech (Brownlee, 2021) that seeks to wrest control of the 

discourse of colonialism from those who feel its impact most 
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acutely. Dewey’s theory implies, however, that the 

Government’s chastisement of members of the British 

public who hold ‘a quasi-religious view of the world’ (Bacon, 

2021, p. 23) as a place of unequal power relations is unlikely 

to alter the public’s interaction with material culture. SOS 

may prevent us viewing a despoiled statue of a former hero, 

but the ‘rhythms in human history’ (Dewey, 2005, p. 262) 

carry us inexorably beyond our former ways of thinking 

about, and engaging with, the world. We have been 

transitioning into the age of identity politics since the 1950s 

(Ward, 2021), and it seems unlikely that UK politicians are 

unaware of this. The castigation of woke activism as the 

expression of abnormal psychology is at best naïve and, at 

worst, is an attempt to misdirect voters’ attention from the 

social and economic fallout of decades of neoliberal 

globalisation.  If UK politicians genuinely believe that the 

epistemic shift to identitarianism is a threat to liberal 

democracy, they are sounding the alarm 70 years too late.   

 



Sophie Ward        251	

Dewey Studies                      Vol 5 · No 2 · 2021 

	

References 

 

Bacon, G. (2021). ‘What is Wokeism and How Can it be 

Defeated?’ Common Sense: Conservative Thinking for a 

Post-Liberal Age. pp. 19-26. Available online at: 

https://www.thecommonsensegroup.com/wp-

content/uploads/2021/05/Common-Sense.pdf 

[Accessed 24 June 2021]. 

 

BBC (2021). ‘Edward Colston statue on display in Bristol’ 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-bristol-

57350650 [Accessed 18 June 2021]. 

 

Brownlee, D. (2021). ‘Exhibit A Bill Maher: Why White 

People Should Stop Using The Term 

‘Woke’…Immediately’ Forbes (19/04/21). Available 

online at: 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/danabrownlee/2021/

04/19/why-white-people-should-stop-using-the-



Sophie Ward        252	

Dewey Studies                      Vol 5 · No 2 · 2021 

	

term-wokeimmediately/?sh=7575aaa37779 

[Accessed 29 June 2021]. 

 

Butler, N., Chillas, S. & Muhr, S.L. (2012). ‘Professions at 

the Margins’ Ephemera: Theory & Politics in 

Organization, 12 (3), pp. 259-272). 

 

Casalicchio, E. (2021). ‘Britain’s culture war extends 

beyond Brexit’. Politico, 08/01/21. Available online 

at: https://www.politico.eu/article/uk-tories-plan-

assault-woke-culture-war/ [Accessed 19 May 2021].  

Commission on Race and Ethnic Disparities (2021). The 

Report. Available online at: 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/governmen

t/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/974

507/20210331_-_CRED_Report_-_FINAL_-

_Web_Accessible.pdf [Accessed 17 June 2021]. 

 

Cork, T. (2021). ‘Pro-Colston campaigners try to sabotage 

M-Shed statue exhibition’ Bristol Live. Available at: 

https://www.bristolpost.co.uk/news/bristol-



Sophie Ward        253	

Dewey Studies                      Vol 5 · No 2 · 2021 

	

news/pro-colston-campaigners-try-sabotage-

5496346 [Accessed 21 June 2021]. 

 

Dewey, J. (2005). Art as Experience. London: Penguin 

Group Ltd.  

 

GOV.UK (2021). ‘Press release: New legal protection for 

England’s heritage’ 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-legal-

protection-for-england-s-heritage [Accessed 16 June 

2021]. 

 

Harbour, W.R. (1982). The Foundations of Conservative 

Thought.  Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame 

Press. 

 

Hayek, F.A. (2011). The Constitution of Liberty: The Definitive 

Edition. Hamowy, R. (ed.). Chicago: The University 

of Chicago Press. 

 



Sophie Ward        254	

Dewey Studies                      Vol 5 · No 2 · 2021 

	

Hayes, J. (2021). ‘Preface’ Conservative Thinking for a Post-

Liberal Age. p.1. Available online at: 

https://www.thecommonsensegroup.com/wp-

content/uploads/2021/05/Common-Sense.pdf 

[Accessed 24 June 2021].  

 

James, W. (1981). Pragmatism. Indianapolis: Hackett 

Publishing Company, Inc. 

 

Jarzombek, M. (2018). ‘The Identitarian Episteme: The 

1980s and the Status of Architectural History’ 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology, pp. 95-105. 

Available online at: 

http://web.mit.edu/mmj4/www/downloads//The_

Identitarian_Episteme_1980s_and_the.pdf [Accessed 

23 June 2021]. 

 

 Jessel, E. (2021). ‘Jenrick plans laws to protect statues and 

monuments from ‘baying mob’. Architects’ Journal, 

18/01/21. Available online at: 

https://www.architectsjournal.co.uk/news/jenrick-



Sophie Ward        255	

Dewey Studies                      Vol 5 · No 2 · 2021 

	

plans-laws-to-protect-statues-and-monuments-

from-baying-mob [Accessed 19 May 2021]. 

 

Morris, N. (2020). ‘How the word “woke” was hijacked to 

silence people of colour’ Metro 27/03/20. Available 

online at: How the word 'woke' was hijacked to 

silence people of colour | Metro News [Accessed 29 

June 2021]. 

 

Romano, A. (2020). ‘A history of “wokeness”’Vox 09/10/20. 

Available online at: What is woke: How a Black 

movement watchword got co-opted in a culture war 

- Vox [Accessed 29 June 2021]. 

 

Rose, S. (2021). ‘Cotton plantations and non-consensual 

kisses: how Disney became embroiled in the culture 

wars’ The Guardian, 16/06/21. Available online at: 

Cotton plantations and non-consensual kisses: how 

Disney became embroiled in the culture wars | Walt 

Disney Company | The Guardian [Accessed 23 June 

2021]. 



Sophie Ward        256	

Dewey Studies                      Vol 5 · No 2 · 2021 

	

 

 Ward, S. (2021). ‘Education at the end of history: A 

response to Francis Fukuyama’ Educational 

Philosophy and Theory, 53 (2), pp. 160-170. 

  



	

	
	
	
 

 

ESSAYING DEMOCRACY—

COMPOSING PUBLICS 

 

VINCENT COLAPIETRO 

University of Rhode Island  

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Volume 5 · Number 2 · 2021 · Pages 257 - 269  



Vincent Colapietro        258	

Dewey Studies                      Vol 5 · No 2 · 2021 

	

 

hatever else a modern state is, it is a city of 

words, a polity of letters.1 It is of course 

always more than such a city, but it is 

never less than this. This is as true of a nation without a 

written constitution as it is of one with such a defining 

document. In The Words That Made Us: America’s 

Constitutional Conversation, 1760-1840 (2021),2 Akhil Reed 

Amar details, within a delimited period, the extent to which 

this is true of us/US. The extent to which contemporary 

interpretations of those constitutional utterances work 

against our efforts to make of those words into a “more 

perfect Union” cannot be exaggerated. 

            The constitutional conversation is ongoing. We have 

hardly sounded the depths or grasped the nuances of our 

own utterances, even less than subtle distinctions as the one 

between liberty and license. Too many of us tend to 

 
1 Jennifer Ratner-Rosenhagen, Ideas That Made America: A Brief 
History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), pp. 31-50; also, of 
course, Stanley Cavell, Cities of Words: Pedagogical Letters on a 
Register of the Moral Life (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 2004).   
2 Amar, The Words That Made Us (NY: Basic Books, 2021). 

W 
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misunderstand the nature of political authority or more 

generally that of intellectual authority in any domain of 

human endeavor. What John Dewey understood as 

profoundly as any modern thinker were the implications of 

self-corrective procedures for our self-governing practices. 

With the emergence and acceptance of such procedures, one 

authority was not replaced by another (say, religion by 

science); rather the very nature of authority has in fact, if 

not yet in consciousness, been transformed (Ratner-

Rosenhagen 2019, Chapter 4). Dewey is quite emphatic 

about this: “new methods of inquiry and reflection have 

become for the educated man [and woman] today the final 

arbiter of all questions of fact, existence, and intellectual 

assent [even regarding normative issues]. Nothing less than 

a revolution in ‘the seat of intellectual authority’ has taken 

place” (LW 9, 22-23).3 “There is,” Dewey insists, “but one 

sure road of access to truth – the road of patient, cooperative 

inquiry operating by means of observation, experiment, 

record, and controlled reflection” (LW 9, 23).  

 
3 John Dewey, A Common Faith in The Later Works of John Dewey, 
volume 9 (Carbondale, IL: SIU Press, 1986). Cited as LW 9. 
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In Dewey’s judgment, the arts of inquiry are 

inseparable from those of communication (see, e.g., LW 2, 

348-50; 253, 273).4 The results of inquiry need to be 

communicated as widely as possible, the arts of 

communication being more than simply instruments of 

transmission. These arts are to some extent instruments of 

inquiry, their function being at once communicative and 

heuristic.  

We the people are required, time and again, to 

constitute ourselves as a public. Practically, this means 

composing ourselves as such. The ambiguity of what 

composing oneself includes is intended. In an extended 

sense of the word, the genres of composition are all 

instances of the essay or, better, essaying. From colonial 

pamphlets such as Common Sense to contemporary blogs, the 

efforts of a disparate population to constitute itself as an 

effective public are discernible.  

 
4 Nathan Crick, Robert Danisch, Jeremiah Dyehouse, and Scott 
Stroud are scholars of rhetoric who have argued for the 
contemporary relevance of Dewey’s pragmatic philosophy for 
contemporary life. 



Vincent Colapietro        261	

Dewey Studies                      Vol 5 · No 2 · 2021 

	

But anytime a human document such as the U.S. 

Constitution is elevated to a sacral status, attempts to arrest 

history, especially by trying to transcend the fateful 

contingencies of human finitude, are virtually inevitable.5 

More generally, the human effort to transcend human 

finitude is one of the most striking features of human 

history.6 There is often an urgency, even a desperation, to 

secure an absolute ground for our defining commitments. 

Most of us realize that “what counts as a decent human being 

is relative to historical circumstances, a matter of transient 

consensus about what attitudes are normal and what 

practices are just or unjust.”7 But we hanker for more than a 

transient consensus about such important matters. This is 

especially true when confronted with the horrors of history. 

As Rorty notes, “at times such as that of Auschwitz, when 

history is in upheaval and traditional institutions and 

 
5 Dewey, The Public and Its Problems (1927) in The Later Works of 
John Dewey, volume 2 (Carbondale, IL: SIU Press, 1984), p. 341. 
6 Stanley Cavell, This New Yet, Unapproachable America 
(Albuquerque, NM: Living Batch Press), p. 88. 
7 Richard Rorty, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, p. 189. 



Vincent Colapietro        262	

Dewey Studies                      Vol 5 · No 2 · 2021 

	

patterns of behavior are collapsing, we want something 

which stands beyond history and institutions.”8 

For a pragmatist such as Dewey, however, there 

simply is nothing outside of our history to which we can 

appeal: there is no transcendent ground for our ultimate 

ideals. But this history is always refracted through our 

imagination, so a sense of ideality accompanies our sense of 

actuality (even when we are, in John McDowell’s words, 

“bald naturalists,” those who see nature as bereft of values) 

(see, e.g., Human Nature and Conduct and A Common Faith).9 

A form of transcendence is indeed possible, but it is always 

an achievement in history, not a movement transporting us 

to a realm beyond the flux of time. It is, moreover, an 

accomplishment made possible by the imagination.  

Part of the crisis in which we are entangled today is 

rooted in a lack of an understanding of the very nature of 

what a nation-state such as the US practically is. The 

 
8 Richard Rorty, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, p. 189. 
9 Specially, see the last three chapters of Human Nature and 
Conduct (Middle Works of John Dewey, volume 14, pp. 204-30) 
and A Common Faith (Later Works of John Dewey, volume 9, pp. 
33-34, p. 54). 
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secularity of our nation has not yet been fully acknowledged. 

“A nation is,” Jill Lepore proposes, “a people who share a 

common ancestry. A State is a political community 

governed by laws. A nation-state is a political community, 

governed by laws, that, at least theoretically, unites a people 

who share a common ancestry.”10 

The literalism or fundamentalism so prominent in 

certain sectors of the religious sphere is no less evident in 

certain domains of the political sphere. What Dewey 

appreciated is that the Constitution is an essentially 

incomplete and flawed document, designed to be revised by 

being amended. The wisdom of the Founding Fathers is 

much closer to Socratic wisdom than many today realize. It 

is hardly an exaggeration to say it is a dramatic instance of 

Socratic wisdom. It is telling, for example, that one of John 

Adams’ first publications was entitled “On Self-Delusion” 

(1763) (433-37). The capacity to know oneself was here 

explicitly linked to the courage of overcoming self-

deception. As important as this is in private life, it is, as 

 
10 Lepore, These Truths: A History of the United States (NY: W. W. 
Norton & Co., 2018), p. 9. 
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Adam stresses, vital for citizens and officials in their civic 

life. Dewey in effect identifies the one form of wisdom with 

the other (see, e.g., LW 2, 256, 340-42).  

Essaying democracy encompasses composing publics, 

that is, composing ourselves in light of our shared or 

overlapping interests. We ought continually to remind 

ourselves what William James wrote in one of his eloquent 

defenses of American democracy. “By their tone are all 

things human either lost or saved. If democracy is to be 

saved it must catch the higher, healthier tone. If we are to 

impress it with our preferences, we ourselves must use the 

proper tone.”11 Experts become “elitists” in the pejorative 

sense when their know-it-all tone alienates those who stand 

to benefit from their expertise.  

“Words, words, words,” Hamlet says disparagingly 

(Blah, blah, blah). Deeds are however expressive and, as 

such, manifest their kinship to words. Word are efficacious 

– or not – and, as such, reveal their affinity to deeds. In my 

 
11 James, “The Social Value of the College-Bred” in Essays, 
Comments and Reviews (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1987), p. 111. Originally published in McClure’s Magazine, 
30 (February 1908), pp. 419-22. 
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mind, there is no question that here, as in so many other 

respects, Dewey was Emersonian.12 As his predecessor 

insisted in “The Poet,” “words and deeds are quite indifferent 

modes of the divine energy. Words are also actions, and 

actions are a kind of words.”13  

For the epigram for Just Us: An American Conversation, 

Claudine Rankin chose a line by Dick Gregory: “You go 

down there looking for justice, that’s what you find, just 

us.”14 Of course, the constitution and thus the composition 

of that we are always being contested. If there is any 

essentially contested concept, it is the we in its seemingly 

most straightforward political sense (we who compose this 

nation-state). “There is,” as Dewey stresses in The Public and 

Its Problems, “a social pathology which works powerfully 

against effective inquiry into social institutions and 

conditions” (LW 2, 341). This requires candid diagnoses, 

including unblinking self-diagnoses. The extent to which 

 
12 See especially “Emerson – Philosopher of Democracy” (1903) in 
The Middle Works of John Dewey, volume 3 (Carbondale, IL: SIU 
Press, 1977), pp. 184-92. 
13 Emerson, “The Poet” in Ralph Waldo Emerson: Selected Essays, 
edited by Larzer Ziff (NY: Penguin Books, 1982), p. 263. 
14 Rankin, Just Us: An American Conversation (Minneapolis: 
Graywolf Press, 2020). 
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revenge, rooted in envy and resentment, animate us as 

citizens, undermines our efforts to compose ourselves as a 

public. We do not simply remain what we were, an inchoate 

and ineffective public; we have by being in thrall of such 

passions made it all the more unlikely to constitute ourselves 

as a public.  

William Carlos Williams, Robert Penn Warren, 

Robert Pinsky, Claudine Rankin, Mary Jo Salter, and other 

poets are indispensable15 in helping us to appreciate at a 

visceral and a cerebral level the words required to break 

through “the crust of conventionalized and routine 

consciousness” (Dewey, LW 2, 349). The words enabling us 

to remake ourselves are at once the most commonplace 

words of our political inheritance and novel ones (both 

familiar words used in new ways and simply new words).  

We need to take the parentheses off the line 

“American has never been America to me”16 (“Let America 

Be America Again” by Langston Hughes) and consider more 

 
15 Colapietro, “Democracy as a Moral Ideal,” Kettering Review, 24, 
3 (Fall 2006), pp. 21-31, especially pp. 25-26. 
16 Hughes, The Collected Poems of Langston Hughes, edited by 
Arnold Rampersad (NY: Alfred A. Knopf, 1994), p. 189. 
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honestly than we have yet who has been excluded (those for 

whom America has never been America). At any actual 

moment in our tangled history, somebody’s ideals, hence 

their very lives, will be butchered. “Some part of the ideal 

must be butchered, and he [the moral philosopher] needs to 

know which part. It is a tragic situation, and no mere 

speculative conundrum, with which he has to deal.”17 “See 

everywhere,” James advises, “the struggle and the squeeze; 

and everlastingly the problem of how to make them less.” 

The “cries of the wounded will soon inform [moral agents] 

of the fact” of having unfairly or, worse, brutally excluded 

some group.18 But is this so? Is not the unavoidable deafness 

of human beings, allied to various forms of social pathology, 

so pervasive and profound as to make these cries inaudible?  

“The only freedom that is of enduring importance is 

freedom of intelligence, that is, to say, freedom of 

observation and judgment exercised in behalf of purposes 

 
17 William James, “The Moral Philosopher and the Moral Life in 
The Will to Believe and Other Essays in Popular Philosophy 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1979), p. 154. 
18 “The Moral Philosopher and the Moral Life,” p. 158. 
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that are intrinsically worth while.”19 In turn, the only 

nation-states ultimately worth celebrating are those in 

which the arts, including the arts of inquiry20 (those 

commonly identified as sciences), are nurtured above all 

else. “There is,” Dewey suggests in “Art as Our Heritage,” 

“good reason why achievement in science and art is the 

criterion by which a nation’s place in civilization is finally 

judged. In the case of material things, possession by one 

excludes possession, use, and enjoyment by others.” This 

stands in marked contrast to “spiritual” achievements.21 

The crisis of our democracy at this moment, as so 

often in the past, is as much as anything rooted in the 

conscription of intelligence22 and, allied to this, the 

 
19 Dewey, Experience and Education in The Later Works of John 
Dewey, volume 13 (Carbondale, IL: SIU Press, 1988). Cited as LW 
13. 
20 Dewey, Experience and Nature (1925), i.e., The Later Works of 
John Dewey, volume 1 (Carbondale, IL: SIU Press, 1981), pp. 268-
69.  
21 “Arts as Our Heritage” in The Later Words of John Dewey 
(Carbondale, IL: SIU Press, 1991), p. 256. Originally published in 
The Congressional Record, 76th Congress, session 29 (29 April 
1940), p. 86. 
22 “The Conscription of Thought” (1917) in The Middle Works of 
John Dewey, volume 10 (Carbondale, IL: SIU Press, 1980), pp. 276-
80. Originally published in The New Republic, 12 (1917), pp. 128-
30. See Jill Lepore, These Truths, p. 395. 
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systematic failure to identify the most important criterion 

by which an irreducibly multi-ethnic nation-state ought to 

be judged. Those who do their “homework” only to be 

manipulated by private interests operating though social 

media lack the very thing they pride themselves on – 

freedom of intelligence. Those who desire to restore the 

greatness of America by erasing its history and in effect 

disowning their heritage of the arts are unwittingly 

destroying what they supposedly cherish. The ongoing 

work of instituting effective forms of communal 

intelligence, tied to the expanding appreciation of our 

diverse traditions of artistic achievement, seems to me, at 

least, the appropriately Deweyan response to our 

contemporary crises. “The level of intelligence fixed [or 

facilitated] by embodied intelligence is always the important 

thing” (LW 2, 366). Such intelligence is embodied in habits 

and artifacts, not least of all the discursive habits of 

democratic citizens and especially the memorable 

articulations of their self-constitution.
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 am grateful for the opportunity to respond to Dewey 

Studies call for papers addressing the crisis in liberal 

democracy resulting from the insurrection of January 

6, 2021 and other factors.  This essay discusses books and 

ways I have found helpful in thinking about the United 

States over the longer term that may be helpful to others, 

particularly to those versed in philosophy and the 

humanities.  

As has often been observed, the crisis reflects a 

polarization of views and a long-standing divisiveness 

among Americans. Americans of all persuasions need to 

learn to appreciate and to love their country and to find a 

shared sense of purpose and significance in their country 

even while they may disagree over many particular things.  

This essay suggests a range of ways in which philosophers 

and humanists may help. 

The first part of this essay discusses books I have 

found helpful in understanding the United States and the 

crisis.  The second part of the essay focuses on a specific 

source, Walt Whitman’s essay Democratic Vistas, that has 

I 
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much to offer to Americans searching for an understanding 

and a sense of purpose for their country. 

 

Thinking about America 

Americans would benefit from an immersion in their 

literature, which is remarkable in its depth and breadth.  

The best source I know to achieve this immersion is the 

series of books published by the Library of America.  

Beginning in 1979, the LOA has been making accessible the 

best of American thought from colonial days to the present, 

including history, fiction, poetry, philosophy, essay, 

journalism. and other writing. The many books in the series 

show how Americans have democratized their literature. It 

has room both for the difficult novels of Melville and 

Faulkner as well as, in novelists such as David Goodis and 

Elmore Leonard, for masters of popular genres such as noir, 

crime, and westerns. In the series, fascinating but obscure 

writers, such as the novelist Dawn Powell, share space with 

writers such as Emerson and the philosopher William 

James. The series shows the diversity of America. In 2020, 

the LOA published African American Poetry: 250 years of 
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Struggle and Song, an anthology edited by poet Kevin Brown 

which celebrates 250 African American poets beginning 

with Phillis Wheatley and concluding with Jamila Woods. 

Over the years, I have learned much about the United States, 

its ideals, and its realities from the LOA.  I believe that other 

readers and students would learn as well and come to 

appreciate and understand our country more through 

exploring its literature. 

I have also learned over the years from many volumes 

of the short local American histories published by Images of 

America and Arcadia Publishing. Images of America 

celebrates small, particularized American places through 

photographs, commentary, and text. The books are written 

by local authors with community ties.  There are countless, 

unique places in the United States, each with its own 

history.  Because my local public library has a strong African 

American collection, I have had the opportunity to explore 

books on many African American communities from 

throughout the country. The local histories in this series 

have helped me understand the nature and value of 

community, suggested philosophically in the work of Josiah 
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Royce. Each of the communities with a place in the series is 

individual, and each forms a part of a broader America. 

I want to mention two recent books that have helped 

me understand our country as we go through the current 

crisis.   The first book is Harvard historian Jill Lepore’s This 

America: The Case for the Nation (2019).  Lepore finds a 

uniqueness to the United States in its development from 

thirteen separate colonies through a loose confederation, to 

the formation of a united nation. She sees an America 

founded on Enlightenment ideals under which men and 

women of every race, creed, national background are 

individuals, endowed with inalienable rights. America was a 

beacon to those sharing and wanting to live by these ideals.  

From the beginning, however, America fell short in many 

ways, including  its enslavement of African Americans, and 

its treatment of Native Americans and of prospective 

immigrants. Lepore encourages Americans to think 

patriotically of their country and to understand themselves 

as forming a nation even while understanding how we have 

fallen short in realizing the ideals we have professed. 
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The second book is Reclaiming Patriotism (2019) by 

Amitai Etzioni, director of the Institute of Communitarian 

Policy Studies at George Washington University. Etzioni 

has written extensively about communitarian philosophy 

and is the founder of the Patriotic Movement which seeks 

to end polarization in the United States through a shared 

commitment to ideals and through a politics of moderation. 

In Reclaiming Patriotism, Etzioni seeks to encourage a love of 

the United States.  His key insight is that love and respect 

for the United States does not involve the hatred of others. 

Reclaiming Patriotism explores the need for moral dialogue 

to find commonalities among differences, the importance 

and limitations of communities, the nature of the common 

good, the relationship between rights and responsibilities, 

the need for self-restraint in advancing and pressing one’s 

position in a public forum, ways of finding unity in 

diversity, and perhaps most importantly finding purpose 

and meaning in a culture and in one’s life separate from 

sheer affluence once basic human needs have been met. 

Etzioni and Lepore have both taught me a great deal about 

American democracy. 
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Whitman’s Democratic Vistas 

Whitman’s seminal 1871 essay Democratic Vistas is included 

in a 1982 LOA volume of Whitman’s collected poetry and 

prose.  Democratic Vistas is also available in a stand-alone 

facsimile edition published in the Iowa Whitman Series. 

The series and the volume are both edited by Whitman 

scholar Ed Folsom.  The volume includes Folsom’s 

introduction, “The Vistas of Democratic Vistas” which is 

invaluable in understanding Whitman’s frequently obscure 

essay. Folsom properly emphasizes Democratic Vistas’ failure 

to address the condition of the freed slaves following the 

Civil War, a failure which Folsom attributes to Whitman’s 

racism. Folsom also develops the visionary character of 

Whitman’s text and shows how Whitman seemed aware 

that his racism was undercut by the broader vision of his 

essay. 

Philosopher Jacob Needleman’s book, The American 

Soul: Rediscovering the Wisdom of the Founders (2002) also is 

valuable in studying Whitman’s essay. Through a reading of 

basic American texts, Needleman argues for a metaphysical, 
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spiritual foundation for American democracy rather than 

only a materialist foundation built on greed, racism, and 

violence. Needleman devotes a lengthy chapter “Walt 

Whitman and the Meaning of America” to Democratic Vistas, 

guiding the reader through the text and returning to give 

Whitman’s essay the last word in his Conclusion.  

Needleman finds that Whitman assumed the role of 

“mythmaker” for America in Democratic Vistas, a necessary 

role for a country in search of purpose and self-

understanding. 

In the current crisis, it is valuable to remember that 

the United States has faced crises before. In Democratic Vistas 

Whitman explored the nature of American democracy in 

the years after the carnage of the Civil War during the 

Reconstruction Era. Whitman sharply criticizes 

Reconstruction America for its materialism, greed, 

corruption, and lack of interest in democracy and in 

understanding the meaning of the late War. Whitman 

explores what he finds precious in the American democratic 

experiment.  As the word ‘vista’ indicates, he takes a long 

view. 
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Whitman sees the United States as unique in offering 

for the first time the opportunity for the development of an 

egalitarian society based upon individual freedom. He 

contrasts the promise of American democracy with the 

“feudal” stratified society of Europe that still persisted in 

Whitman’s day. Whitman tries to develop the basis for the 

American experiment in democracy by expanding upon the 

nature of both egalitarian community and of individual 

freedom, goals which frequently are regarded as conflicting. 

 Whitman acknowledges that shared, fairly distributed 

material prosperity has an important role to play in the 

success of American democracy. Still, his aim is not to 

propose the policies that would bring this goal about. 

Instead, Whitman urges Americans to attend to 

democracy’s (and humanity’s) spiritual character, predicated 

on a strongly idealistically tinged metaphysics and on broad, 

non-sectarian religious teachings. Whitman sketches a 

philosophy he calls personalism which recognizes the 

inherent spiritual nature and worth of every individual 

regardless of station in life. The realization of individual 

personhood, for Whitman, depends upon the realization of 
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shared democratic community. Understanding these values 

requires, Whitman believes, the development of a 

democratic American literature that is yet to be written and 

which, at its best, will rival the feudal literary masterworks 

of  Europe. Whitman’s view of a spiritual democracy based 

upon an idealistic philosophy of personalism remains, in my 

view, a profound way of understanding the American 

experience and our current crisis of democracy. 

 

Conclusion 

In this paper, we have discussed responding to the crisis in 

democracy by revitalizing a spirit of patriotism and national 

purpose. We have suggested how the achievement of these 

goals might be assisted through various ways of 

understanding our country’s thought as reflected in its 

literature. Other readers and teachers might indicate how 

this goal could be advanced, both in selection of works and 

in pedagogy.  
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igher education is regarded as key to the 

maintenance and flourishing of society, across 

diverse cultural and political contexts. It is a 

major venue for civics or citizenship education, whether 

formal or informal. It is also where ideas around how to 

train teachers, how to teach about foundational values and 

principles, and what these values and principles are receive 

sustained reflection, scrutiny, and rigorous debate. Yet, as 

the authors in this section elaborate, higher education has 

also become a political battleground in recent years. In 

higher education and research contexts, a variety of crises 

are apparent, related to political partisanship, the nature of 

free speech and academic freedom, and what is truth. These 

challenges require effective educational and intellectual 

responses. The essays in this section explore myriad 

challenges and crises faced related to global democracy as 

well as possible solutions. Read together, they provide a 

multifaceted picture of academic and research contexts 

today, what it means to be a scholar or researcher in 

tumultuous and divided times, and how we can respond as 

H 
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thinkers and political actors in classroom settings and 

beyond.  

All of the essays in this section explore political and 

intellectual crises faced in the academy while offering 

education-related responses. The first essays focus primarily 

on understanding and critically responding to current crises. 

Fazal Rizvi explores the meaning of dissent and pedagogies 

of dissent in his essay. As Rizvi explores, dissent has been a 

foundational act of citizenship within historical narratives 

of democratic governance. It has been used around the 

world in recent years, in Hong Kong, India, Turkey, and the 

United States. However, not all acts of dissent are equal, and 

not all are consistent with the principles of democracy. 

Thus, Rizvi considers what are more and less defensible 

expressions of dissent, what are reasonable limits on dissent, 

and the challenges in applying abstract criteria to real-world 

cases. He concludes with implications for pedagogies of 

dissent which can enable educators to cultivate modes of 

questioning, civic participation and engagement, and 

political discrimination in relation to ethical and political 

matters. 
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 Sarah Stitzlein examines the nature of truth in her 

essay, arguing that it is time to study truth in philosophy and 

to teach about and with honesty. As Stitzlein notes, the 

concept of truth is one that some pragmatists and Dewey 

scholars have undervalued historically. Yet in this 

contemporary post-truth situation, where deceit and 

partisanship are rampant particularly in the United States, 

appreciating truth’s role in democracy is essential to 

resolving collective problems. Stitzlein thereby puts 

forward a Deweyan view of truth and its significance for 

democracy. In relation, she argues that educators should 

foreground a sense of honesty as found within a Deweyan 

conception of democracy, wherein human relationships 

lead to better epistemic solutions and greater civic well-

being. She concludes by recognising how learning about 

habits of honesty can enable students to take up meaningful 

problems within and beyond the classroom and cultivate a 

sense of intellectual humility with regard to facing new 

future social and political challenges. 

 John LeJeune also considers how to enable university 

students to better understand the social and political world 
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around them. In this case, he focuses on the notion of 

miracle in relation to the philosophies of Hannah Arendt 

and David Hume and the commonsense discourse 

surrounding us related to political crisis. As LeJeune notes, 

cynicism reigns today. People tend to assume that public 

actors are ineffective, partisan, and predictable, and that 

politics is simply about exploiting and manipulating 

predictable behavior. However, these assumptions can be 

challenged. In this context, LeJeune discusses miracles as 

interruptions of what is regarded as natural or predictable 

and argues that miracles can easily be identified that defy 

cynical commonsense. The essay ultimately argues for the 

importance of helping young people appreciate the 

existence and possibility of miracles to restore faith in 

humanity in public life. 

 Other essays in this section consider the academic and 

intellectual crises faced, while tilting their overall focus 

more toward educational responses. Wilson Lui and Adrian 

Lam consider how universities can engage students with 

present and future crises through pedagogies, student 

empowerment, and interdisciplinarity. In their essay, they 
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provide detailed examples from the University of Hong 

Kong to argue for educational reforms oriented toward not 

only responding to but also foreseeing and anticipating 

future crises. Only in this way, they argue, can higher 

education systems become more resilient in the face of 

inevitable ongoing and future crises.  

 Ming Ming Chiu, Jeong-Nam Kim, Yu Won Oh, 

Chong-Hyun Park & Hyelim Lee examine how fake news 

threatens liberal democracy and what can be done about it 

in higher education. As the authors point out, fake news 

makes it difficult for people to understand the world around 

them, establish a sense of common ground, and have 

confidence or trust in various information sources. In this 

case, the authors argue that machine learning can be a tool 

to fight fake news, but only if scholars in this area increase 

its transparency so as to reduce current biases in filtering 

systems. They conclude with a discussion of how educators 

can foster fake news expertise via media literacy and 

machine learning to prevent fake news from threatening the 

healthy information marketplace of ideas and paralyzing 

democratic processes.  
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 Neil Dhingra’s essay also explores the educational use 

of media, in this case exploring how the film The Searchers 

(1956) can be used in the classroom to understand the 

politics of ruthless power invoked in the support for Donald 

Trump in the United States in recent years. Likening Trump 

to a contemporary incarnation of John Wayne, in The 

Searchers John Wayne is presented as a protector inflicting 

redemptive violence in the broader context of an apparently 

innocent, but threatened, ‘civilized’ society. Drawing ties 

from the film to contemporary politics and choices in the 

United States, Dhingra’s sustained attention to the film 

reflects a creative use of metaphor as a tool for students to 

think deeply and philosophically about the crises faced 

today. 

 In their essay, Fei Yan and Liz Jackson take us on a 

historical journey to the People’s Republic of China where, 

as in the United States, a sense of innocence is used to pit 

national good guys against international bad guys, to the 

detriment of global civic society. Fei and Jackson note how 

in various crises in Chinese history a politics of national 

humiliation has been deployed which remains significant in 
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the present day, particularly in education. In this case 

Chinese international students may be thwarted in engaging 

in meaningful international exchanges due to limited 

international understanding and nationalistic civic 

education. This essay thus helps address a crisis related to 

international understanding in higher education, and it can 

be informative particularly for educators working with 

Chinese students in universities around the world.  

 The final three essays in this collection focus on the 

inner workings of academia in relation to democracy and 

civic engagement. Elke Van dermijnsbrugge focuses on 

what she describes as punk ethnography as a means for 

researchers to engage in more socially relevant scholarship 

working alongside community members. Van 

dermijnsbrugge elaborates punk ethnography as a useful 

response to a current obsession with numbers and ‘what 

works’ in educational research, which seeks collaborative 

engagement with research participants who help shape the 

research rather than merely being shaped by it. The central 

components of this methodology involve creating an 

anarcho-syndicate, which is bottom-up in orientation 
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rather than hierarchical; a punk ethos which emphasizes 

inventiveness and ‘do it yourself’; and a postdisciplinary 

approach, which breaks with neoliberal conventions to 

focus on human flourishing over narrow conceptions of 

productivity. This piece ends with an invitation for readers 

to join this evolving practice toward imagining alternative 

futures.  

 Yulia Nesterova also focuses in her essay on 

community engagement with the university through 

research and knowledge exchange. Like Van 

dermijnsbrugge, Nesterova notes the importance of treating 

community members in an equitable and less controlling 

manner in research, not seeing participants as merely 

recipients of knowledge, but as partners who should also 

shape research agendas. In her essay, she gives an example 

of her work at the University of Glasgow with young 

peacebuilders where mutual understanding, trust, and 

respect is vital. Nesterova concludes by acknowledging the 

continued importance of addressing institutional racism on 

university campuses in order to enhance future efforts 
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toward collective action and knowledge sharing of 

academics with non-academic partners. 

 Anatoly Oleksiyenko also focuses on the inner 

workings of universities in his essay, which is the last essay 

in this section of the special issue. As Oleksiyenko notes, 

higher education has been significantly influenced in recent 

decades by neoliberal and corporate principles and 

priorities. Today the corporate university objectifies and 

uses students, who see no choice but to comply with the 

dominant agendas as set by universities. In this context, 

democratic processes have dissolved, as professors have had 

lesser roles and authorship of academic norms of 

organisation and community. Here, Oleksiyenko 

recommends that academics engage in critical reflection 

about the role of corporate agendas in higher education and 

consciously rethink university aims related to democracy 

and learning. This can in turn lead to universities engaging 

more effectively with diverse community stakeholders 

including underprivileged learners as values of purpose, 

charity, dignity, and benevolence are foregrounded over 

performance and competition measures.  
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 Taken as a whole, the essays in this section make 

meaningful connections between political and social theory 

and educational practice, particularly at the higher 

education level. As such, they can be inspirational to 

academics thinking about their roles as researchers and 

educators, within and beyond western societies.
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The Global Crisis in Democracy 

arning against the division between 

natural science and humanities, and the 

narrow professionalization of academic 

disciplines, in Democracy and Education Dewey writes as 

follows: 

[Education] should aim not at keeping science 

as a study of nature apart from literature as a 

record of human interest, but at cross-fertilizing 

both the natural sciences and the various human 

disciplines such as history, literature, 

economics, and politics. (Dewey 1980, pp. 294-

295) 

Today in the 21st century, we are confronted with issues that 

threaten the future of the earth and humankind – issues 

involving nuclear weapons and nuclear power, 

environment degradation, poverty and exploition, ethnic 

and religious tensions, and nationalism. To aggravate the 

situation, the COVID-19 pandemic has drastically changed 

the world. The crisis calls for a non-divisive, holistic 

W 
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conception of human being. Under these circumstances 

science faces the need to reconsider its mission in the light 

of the world as a whole. In solving global problems, science 

should join hands with the humanities and, more than ever, 

it needs to develop an ethical perspective on how we should 

live. This is at the heart of the task that liberal education and 

democracy must address today. And this is the very question 

that John Dewey struggled with in the early 20th century. 

How can philosophers, scientists, humanities and social science 

scholars, and educators at all levels respond to the crisis in liberal 

democracy? In response, I shall try to explore the 

contemporary significance of Dewey’s pragmatism in the 

light of its integrative approach to science and humanities, 

taking the cultivation of scholars as the task of democracy 

and education.  

 

The Scientist and Integrated Thinking  

 The Japanese researcher, Shuntaro Ito (1930 --), a 

scholar of a history of science and civilization studies, 

warned against the division between science and ethics, and 

he called for an ethics for science (Ito 2013, p. 24). Moral 
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questions involving how we should live are not, he argued, 

the monopoly of professional philosophy and ethics: 

research must begin with the empirical evidence, drawing 

in such scientific knowledge as neuroscience, physiological 

anthropology and animal behavioral studies. The scientist 

should not be trapped in their narrow field as a member of 

professional groups separated from ethics, but should 

become a sapientist (pp, 18, 177-178): 

 

Scio, the origin of the word, “science,” refers to 

mere knowledge. What is important is not mere 

knowledge, but sapio, being wise. The scientist 

(the person of knowledge) should be the 

sapientist (the person of wisdom) who can think 

about what goes beyond knowledge, about how 

to use it and about its influence. (p. 178, my 

translation)  

The sapientist is the kind of scholar that is called for today 

for an integrative approach to global problems. It is along 

this line of thinking that we can pursue the contemporary 

significance of Dewey’s pragmatism.  
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 Dewey proposed the scientific method of thinking – 

the procedure of practical judgment in a particular situation 

based upon the consequences of one’s conduct. This is not 

the positivist notion of science as value-neutral but the idea 

of an experimental method of inquiry based upon the 

procedures of hypothesis, observation, and control, and a 

critical habit of mind. Through scientific method, Dewey 

claimed, humans could reach the facts and laws of nature 

(Dewey 1981, p. 11); it is an avenue for “effective moral 

renewal (Dewey 1920, xxxvii). As Hilary Putnam 

characterizes this way of thinking, Dewey rejects the 

fact/value dichotomy (Putnam 1994, p. 205), and his 

philosophy is featured by an entanglement of facts and 

values (Putnam 2012, p. 48). Furthermore, inquiry, 

including scientific inquiry, is “cooperative human 

interaction” to address real problems in human life (Putnam 

1995, pp. 70, 71). This is a “democratization of inquiry” (p. 

73). Dewey introduced “a normative notion of science” (p. 

72): “good science requires respect for autonomy, symmetric 

reciprocity and discourse ethics” (pp. 72-73). Hence, 
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Dewey’s scientific method is inseparable from his idea of 

democracy as a way of living.  

It is with this rich and broad view of science that 

Dewey argues for the continuum of science and the 

humanities:  

 

A morals based on study of human nature instead 

of upon disregard for it would find the facts of 

man continuous with those of the rest of nature 

and would thereby ally ethics with physics and 

biology. It would find the nature and activities of 

one person conterminous with those of other 

human beings, and therefore links ethics with the 

study of history, sociology, law and economics. 

(Dewey 1983, p. 11)  

Dewey indicates here the vision of integrative knowledge. 

Even within science, there is “continuous cross-fertilization 

between astronomy, physics, chemistry and the biological 

sciences” (Dewey 1984, p. 342). From this integrative stance, 

Dewey was critical of any narrowly technical view of 

science. “When we say that a subject of science is technically 
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specialized, or that it is highly ‘abstract,’ what we practically 

mean is that it is not conceived in terms of its bearing upon 

human life” (Dewey 1984, pp. 342-343). He is also critical of 

the separation of pure science and applied science: “Science 

is converted into knowledge in its honorable and emphatic 

sense only in application. Otherwise it is truncated, blind, 

distorted” (Dewey 1984, p. 344). What Dewey envisions 

here is a human (and humane) science – science that is based 

upon the view of the human being as an integrative, holistic 

being. Integrity and the idea of whole in Dewey’s 

pragmatism have the following implications. First, based 

upon his anti-foundationalist view of growth, the idea of the 

whole is not static or closed. Rather it is an idea of integrity 

being pursued, characterized by growth without fixed end. 

This is a vision of perfectionism without final perfectibility. 

Second, in Dewey’s pragmatism, being integrative means 

that one is always already public, living in the continuum of 

the private and the public. The scientist who is involved in 

cooperative inquiry and democratization of inquiry is 

situated in the public realm and contributing to the public. 

Conversely, the public should be enlightened and informed 
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about science. Third, a scientist inspired by Dewey’s 

pragmatism is a human being guided by a sense of ethical 

mission. They bridge science and ethics, the humanities and 

the natural sciences. With all these implications, this 

scientist is a sapientist. 

 

Democracy, Education and the Cultivation of the 

Sapientist 

Any study so pursued that it increases concern for 

the values of life, any study producing greater 

sensitiveness to social well-being and greater 

ability to promote that well-being is humane 

study. (Dewey 1980, p. 297) 

So says Dewey. What then is the task of democracy and 

education, and what is the role of the university today? 

What kinds of collaborative projects, in research or 

teaching, within and beyond academia, might address the 

crisis? In response, I would like to propose four directions. 

First, the university is to be a place for cultivating 

sapientists. This is to rethink the university as an institution 

that cultivates a scientific outlook based on an integrative 
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world-view. Second, as a means of achieving this, trans-

disciplinary dialogue is to be envisioned – a kind of dialogue 

beyond the interdisciplinary as it involves interaction 

between people from diverse fields within and without 

academia. This might go beyond what Dewey envisioned in 

bridging natural science and the humanities in the sense that 

this leads to the field of integrative studies. In such fields, 

philosophers and physicists, scholars and doctors, university 

professors and business managers, and scientists and 

religious practitioners are to be engaged in dialogue. This 

might be called what Ken Wilber called “integral 

transformative practice” (Wilber 1996). The university then 

will be a research institute and laboratory for integrative 

studies. Through trans-disciplinary dialogue, the existing 

narrow frameworks of academic disciplines will be 

destabilized, and participants will undergo transformation 

and mutual growth. Third, this trans-disciplinary studies 

will lead to the cultivation of scholars who will transverse 

the boundaries of specialized fields, bridging science and 

ethics with philosophical insight, and being engaged in 

integrating human science and natural science. They will 
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have the broad scope and challenging spirit to transcend the 

barriers of academic disciplines. They will also be scholars 

with an empirical and practical perspective on how to solve 

the problems in the world – instead of being engaged in 

speculative and abstract thinking in self-enclosed fields 

isolated from ongoing events in life. In this way the 

university will become a site of education where sapientists 

in collaboration address the question of how humankind as 

a whole will evolve. This can lay the way for a public ethics 

(Ito 2013a, p. 86), beyond individualistic ethics.i  

 A fourth point is that, as Dewey envisioned, the 

university will open bridges to the outside world. Dewey 

writes: “the inquiry which alone can furnish knowledge as a 

precondition of public judgments must be contemporary 

and quotidian” (Dewey 1984, p. 348). If so, the division 

between the public and scientific specialist must be 

overcome. The university here plays the role of the 

institution that develops a critical public. It can serve as a 

medium through which scientists and citizens, academics 

and non-academics share specialized knowledge, and it can 
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enable collaboration between specialists and the public at 

large.  
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he idea of dissent is central to any understanding 

of the concept of democracy. No matter how the 

concept of democracy is theorized -- as 

representative, deliberative, participatory or statistical -- 

dissent is an essential ingredient in realizing democratic 

aspirations. Democracy can only thrive when dissent is not 

only allowed but is also encouraged. A society cannot be 

regarded as democratic if its citizens lack the right to 

question dominant ideologies and challenge the exercise of 

arbitrary power. The power of dissent is vital for the 

durability of democracy: its survival depends on it.  

Dissent represents an act of citizenship embedded 

within the historical narratives of democratic governance. It 

is a mode of articulating and negotiating differences by 

questioning hegemonic representations of social reality. 

Invariably, it requires courage, the determination and the 

will to challenge the assumptions of a system of authority 

that presumes itself to be uncontestable in upholding a 

particular set of social, political and cultural 

arrangements. It refuses the authoritarian practices of 

T 
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governance, and the attempts to impose a particular form of 

subjectivity and imagination of the future.  

  In recent years, we have witnessed numerous 

examples of courage in acts of dissent. The umbrella 

movement, for example, displayed dissent against attempts 

by the Hong Kong government to introduce political 

arrangements that arguably undermined the general will of 

the people in Hong Kong. In India, attempts by the state to 

rewrite legislation with respect to citizenship, which diluted 

the rights of Muslims and other minorities, demanded 

dissent and rightly led to wide-ranging protests not only by 

those who were affected directly but also other citizens 

committed to democratic ideals.  

In Turkey, dissent against the Erdogan Government’s 

attempts to roll back fundamental human rights appears 

perfectly justifiable, as are the protests against the use of the 

judiciary to deny fair trials, with the use of draconian anti-

terrorism laws. As the Turkish Government has sought to 

control dissent through the harassment of individuals such 

as journalists, teachers and other defenders of human rights, 

activists have had to find more creative means of opposing 
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the state, of expressing dissent against the arbitrary exercise 

of power.  

Each of these examples shows how dissent demands 

conviction, commitment and courage. In democratic 

societies, such qualities are widely admired and even 

celebrated. Other examples of dissent are however not so 

straightforward. For example, should dissent against public 

health orders, as is currently the case in the United States 

and elsewhere, be equally applauded? Should people be 

permitted to flout the advice to wear masks or get 

vaccinated, especially when such dissent undeniably affects 

the health of others? Should we respect those who doubt the 

veracity of science, or even make fun of it, for reasons that 

appear ill-informed, frivolous or politically expedient?  

How should we regard such cases of dissent, 

especially when they are also couched in the language of free 

speech and action consistent with the principles of 

democracy? Furthermore, how should we think about 

dissent when it involves violence against the innocent, no 

matter how legitimate, or even noble, the cause? The 

question arises as to how we might determine those acts of 
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dissent that are praise-worthy and those that are not. What 

criteria might we deploy to determine some acts of dissent 

to be illegitimate, without, paradoxically, compromising the 

core principles of democracy itself?  

Dissent of course can take many different forms. It 

can involve actual, well-considered purposeful acts of public 

law-breaking. It can constitute a reasoned disagreement 

with the law. It can involve political mobilization around a 

set of demands. It can represent a voice against the arbitrary 

exercise of power. Alternatively, however, it can involve 

acts of random violence in support of a cultish leader or self-

serving causes. In extreme cases, it can call for a full-scale 

revolution or the overthrow of a legitimately elected 

government.  

Some of these expressions of dissent may of course 

more defensible than others. When well-established 

principles of human rights are violated, it has often been 

argued, dissent is not only appropriate but also critical. 

However, when dissent takes the form of extreme violence, 

even in support of human rights, the case for supporting it 

becomes dubious. In any case, normative claims of human 
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rights are not universal and have historically been opposed 

for their marginalization, for example, of women and 

various subaltern groups. The question arises then: what are 

the appropriate limits of dissent?  

Over the years, political theorists have sought to 

provide various criteria for defining the limits of dissent. It 

has been suggested, for example, that when public protests 

violate the rule of law and effectively seek to subvert an 

elected government imposing huge costs on the economy 

and fellow citizens, they cannot be justified. But 

authoritarian leaders and the state have often been used this 

criterion to crush perfectly understandable, and sometimes 

necessary, cases of dissent. Another possible criterion refers 

to the principle that in a democratic society the will of the 

majority should prevail, and any attempt to subvert this will 

cannot be justified.  

Beyond these conceptual difficulties, while these 

criteria are easily specified in abstraction, they are much 

more difficult to apply effectively in actual practice. It is 

possible, for example, for the appeal to majority rule to 

undermine the rights of minorities, as is evident in the case 
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of India, for example, where the Hindu majority has sought 

to usurp the interests of the Muslim and other minorities; 

and, in Pakistan, where conversely the rights of minority 

Hindu community are similarly crushed. It is precisely in 

such cases that dissent against the majority rule is perfectly 

justifiable because while the majority rule may be an integral 

part of democracy majoritarianism is the very antithesis of 

democracy.  

Abstract normative principles are seldom helpful in 

defining the forms of protest that should be regarded as 

legitimate. This is so for a number of reasons, not least 

because they always need to be applied in particular settings 

in ways that cannot be self-evidently inferred. Since each 

context has its own history it has the potential to define 

when and how particular forms of dissent are appropriate to 

realize democratic aspirations. Each context suggests a 

different understanding of legitimacy, and this is precisely 

what is at issue when considering the limits of dissent.  

Nor is it possible to generalize the rule that protest is 

only defensible when it is used to signal disapproval and 

opposition to government policy without rendering the 
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country ungovernable. On the contrary, sometimes it is 

necessary to repudiate the authority of the state 

systems. When the legal system itself is used as a tool of 

oppression, dissent is not only warranted it may even be 

necessary. Similarly, when the state apparatus is deliberately 

constructed to reproduce patterns of inequality and 

injustice, the authority of the state should not be left 

unchallenged.  

However, when the challenges to authority are 

uninformed, arbitrary and capricious, borne out of 

ignorance, political vengeance and in slavish support of a 

charismatic leader or a political group, they cannot serve the 

purpose of strengthening democratic institutions but are 

more likely to undermine democratic aspirations. Just as the 

purported universal rules cannot be taken for granted nor 

can the arbitrary expressions of dissent.  

It should be acknowledged moreover that dissent is 

seldom encouraged by those in power, but has to be 

struggled for and achieved through a critical engagement 

with society, especially when it is structured around various 

forms of injustice. This requires making some very complex 
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and difficult political judgments about when dissent is 

appropriate, how it ought to be expressed, and how it should 

emerge out of collective and collaborative deliberations. 

This requires political skills, which have to be learned.  

In developing the skills to make judgments about the 

legitimacy of dissent, education, therefore, has an important 

role to play. But how? What might pedagogies of dissent 

look like? What epistemic virtues should such pedagogies 

consist of? How should these virtues be developed enabling 

people to think ethically and politically about the 

particularities of the case, which might warrant dissent in 

response?  

If pedagogies of dissent involve attempts at educating 

citizens about how and when to dissent then they point to 

the importance of developing modes of questioning, 

participation in decision-making processes, and forging 

habits of critical engagement with the world. Through such 

pedagogies of dissent, citizens can become educated as 

agents of change, with a heightened conscience against mass 

apathy.  
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Since not every case of protest is equally justifiable, 

education should strive to instil such an art of political 

discrimination. It should play a role in helping students to 

understand that the ethical and the political as two sides of 

the same coin, that ‘civil’ society exists at the intersections of 

state-citizen contracts. It should assist them to realize that 

dissent itself is governed by certain social, political and 

cultural norms, which are not absolute but are historically 

contingent, negotiated in ways that constitute the character 

of a democratic society.  

However, for dissent to be effective, individual 

efforts are not sufficient. The skills of working 

collaboratively in opposition to discrimination and injustice 

are also important if dissent is to contribute to the creation 

of a transformed and empowered community in control of 

its own destiny. Learning when and how to dissent should 

hence be viewed as an act through which civic space is 

created. In this space, the skills of dissent must include 

consciousness-raising, coalition building, persuasion and 

public demonstration are learned, but in ways that ensure 
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dissent itself does not compromise the aspirations of 

democracy.  

In summing up, education should be viewed as a civic 

space in which the norms relating to the practice of dissent 

are negotiated, but in a manner that is itself democratic. In 

such a space, we learn how the arbitrary and uninformed 

exercise of dissent in support of an authoritarian leader or a 

destructive cause has the potential to undermine democracy, 

while thoughtful, well-informed and collaboratively 

negotiated acts of dissent have the potential to strengthen 

it. 
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iven that so many pragmatists have urged other 

philosophers to stop getting hung up on matters 

of truth, it may seem surprising for me to argue 

here that it’s time for us to return our focus to studying 

truth—what it is and how it operates—and how to pursue 

and portray truth with honesty. Even more importantly, I 

believe it’s time for us to overtly teach about truth in our 

schools and universities and to make the cultivation of 

honesty more overt within citizenship education.  

Critics, such as Daniel Dennett, have claimed that too 

many pragmatists undervalue truth, and others, including 

Bernard Williams, have argued that pragmatists  

encourage us to get beyond fussing about something 

called ‘the truth,’ and address ourselves just to 

technical and social benefits, solidarity, democracy, 

the discouragement of cruelty, and other laudable 

ends. It seems not to occur to them that even if the 

ideals of discovering and telling the truth were in 

themselves illusions, if the ideas of ‘the truth’ were 

itself empty, those illusions might well play a vital 

G 
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part in our identifying and pursuing those 

objectives.1 

The January 2021 attack on the Capitol exposes just 

how much truth matters; democracy and lives are on the line 

when citizens struggle to discern truth or adhere to 

misinformation spread by their leaders and each other. And 

truth plays a significant role in achieving the aims 

pragmatists like myself have long sought, even as we have 

distanced ourselves from it.  

The United States is struggling from a host of 

phenomenon related to deceit and post-truth. Increasingly, 

citizens privilege their own emotions and personal beliefs 

over objective facts, expert opinions, or scientific evidence. 

As a result, we have struggled to engage in civic inquiry and 

arrive at satisfactory solutions regarding many shared 

problems—from ensuring the security of our elections to 

determining whether to receive a COVID vaccine to 

deciding whether global warming is a significant threat 

 
1 Daniel Dennett, “Postmodernism and Truth,” in Philosophy: The 
Quest for Truth, ed. Louis Pojman. 6th edition. (Oxford University 
Press, 2006, 233). Bernard Arthur Owen Williams, Truth & 
Truthfulness: An Essay in Genealogy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2002, 59). 
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worthy of legislative action. To put this in Deweyan terms, 

we are unable to find our way out of indeterminate 

situations, form publics to address shared problems, and 

engage in inquiry to understand those problems and test 

potential solutions. Without sufficiently understanding the 

connection between truth, honesty, and a healthy 

democracy, our civic reasoning will continue to flounder.  

Returning with closer attention to the work of 

Dewey may help us better make sense of our current 

predicament and offer better visions of an improved 

democracy. For Dewey, democracy entails institutions and 

ways of living. As a mode of associated living, citizens work 

together to engage in inquiry about our world and establish 

truth as that which works to promote individual growth and 

societal flourishing. These undertakings are ideally inclusive 

and collaborative, for our inquiries are improved when we 

draw upon many sources of evidence and incorporate many 

perspectives. In Dewey’s words, democracy is a “conjoint” 

and “cooperative” undertaking.2  

 
2 John Dewey, “Democracy and Education.” The Middle Works, 
1899-1924, Vol 9. Edited by JoAnn Boydston. Carbondale: 
Southern Illinois University Press, 1980/1916, 29. 
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Lying and partisanship are eroding both the 

institutions of democracy and democracy as a way of life. 

Citizens are increasingly unwilling to trust experts and 

organizations traditionally tasked with determining truth, 

from scientific agencies to Inspector Generals. Instead, they 

are increasingly drawn into echo chambers where they 

assert the supremacy of their own feelings and opinions, 

often aligning themselves with partisan perspectives. At the 

same time, citizens, who increasingly see the media as 

biased, doubt whether it is any longer a reliable check on 

political leaders. As a result, citizens are left unable to attain 

and agree upon trustworthy sources and reliable 

information, which breaks down their ability to work 

together to solve collective problems.  

This situation goads us to reconsider how we 

understand what truth is and the role it serves in democracy. 

This is an opportunity for philosophers to ponder and 

explicate, and one I believe that could be guided by Deweyan 

pragmatist notions of truth. For Dewey and some other 

pragmatist thinkers, we aim at truth—even while 

recognizing that it is partial and temporary—as we engage 
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in inquiry because truth is what helps us to understand our 

world and fulfill our needs within it. Dewey focuses on 

consequences to determine whether something is true, 

seeking what “works” for us by profitably combining our 

experiences and leading us to further experiences that satisfy 

our needs. Truth as “what works,” then, is that which helps 

us to undertake civic reasoning well together and solve 

shared problems.  

Admittedly, such an understanding of truth might 

appear to slide into modern-day notions of truth decay. But 

truth is not merely a matter of opinion about what works 

for one individual or in one particular situation. Deweyan 

notions of truth are put to the test in scientific inquiry, 

across populations, and in the long run. And, when placed 

within a social conception of democracy, citizens must seek 

out the perspectives of and impact on others in order to 

verify truthfulness. Placing discussions of truth within this 

context humanizes them, exposing the relevance and 

importance of truth in ways that epistemological accounts 

of coherence or correspondence cannot. So, rather than 

getting bogged down today in fighting over whose facts are 
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correct or pointing fingers at leaders suspected of lying, 

Dewey urges us to look at how truth functions in practice. 

What matters, then, is not so much whether one is being 

morally responsible, but whether the consequences of one’s 

actions distort or derail efforts at civic reasoning and our 

ability to solve social problems. This shift in emphasis may 

be a helpful way to respond to our current struggles in 

democracy.  

Moreover, when the understanding of democracy 

that we uphold in our scholarly writing and cultural 

critiques reflects a wider view of social life and relationships, 

we may discover new insights into how dishonesty 

jeopardizes our relationships to each other and, on the other 

hand, how we might head off the temptation to be dishonest 

for self-serving reasons. Scholars may benefit from looking 

more closely at the distinctions between Dewey’s social view 

of democracy and more procedural or moral accounts of 

democracy. Roberto Frega rightly describes that while a 

moral conception of democracy explains the meaning of 

democracy with reference to values (equality, freedom) 

considered as ultimate ends,  
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a social approach to democracy is based upon a 

sociological understanding of human interactions 

and of how social life should be organized in order to 

reconcile individual striving toward self-expression 

and societal constraints relating to social stability. 

The differences are to this extent major. While moral 

conceptions are usually introduced with the aim of 

subordinating politics to a normative ideal, such as 

that of respect (liberalism) or self-government 

(republicanism), a social conception integrates moral 

considerations into a broader picture which also takes 

conditions of social functioning into account.3 

This social view may help us better understand and 

ameliorate problems of truth decay and deceit as well as 

changes in how people relate to each other (polarization, 

tribal epistemology, and the like).  

Working with such a renewed pragmatist vision of 

truth and democracy, educational theorists may make 

headway in proposing improved citizenship education. 

 
3 Roberto Frega, Pragmatism and the Wide View of Democracy 
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2019, 116). 
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While honesty is often understood in terms of the virtuous 

behavior of discrete individuals, honesty takes on greater 

significance when situated within a Deweyan conception of 

social democracy, which not only highlights that citizens are 

interdependent, but celebrates the ways in which those 

relationships lead to better epistemic solutions and greater 

civic well-being. Rather than relying on character education 

or moral urging to “do what’s right,” honesty could be better 

cultivated through practices which affirm its consequences 

on our lives and incline us to act sincerely, seek accuracy, 

and be forthright.  

This sort of education is aligned with the cultivation 

of honesty as a habit in the unique sense upheld by Dewey, 

where habits are not merely dull routines we repeat 

unthinkingly, but rather active inclinations and proclivities 

to certain types of behavior that have proven fruitful. 

Dewey notes, “Any habit marks an inclination—an active 

preference and choice for the conditions involved in its 

exercise. A habit does not wait, Micawber-like, for a 

stimulus to turn up so that it may get busy; it actively seeks 
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for occasions to pass into full operation.”4 Such habits are 

nurtured when conditions are provided that encourage 

truth-seeking and truth-speaking. In classrooms, this likely 

entails immersing students in communities of inquiry that 

take up real problems, where the stakes for the students are 

meaningful. Within these deeply social settings, students 

should learn how to undertake inquiry in inclusive and 

cooperative ways. These experiences can reveal the 

epistemic and civic implications of honesty and truth-

seeking, while also building trusting relationships and a 

commitment to mutual flourishing. Educators might then 

connect those endeavors to complimentary skills, virtues, 

and habits, such as imagination, criticality, and listening. In 

particular, educators should focus on teaching intellectual 

humility, helping students to see their “worldview as open 

to improvement from new evidence and the experience of 

others.”5 Dewey might have called this “open-mindedness,” 

a proclivity to engage in inquiry, public reason giving, and 

 
4 John Dewey, “Democracy and Education.” The Middle Works, 
1899-1924, Vol 9. Edited by JoAnn Boydston. Carbondale: 
Southern Illinois University Press, 1980/1916, 53. 
5 Michael Patrick Lynch, Know-It-All Society: Truth and Arrogance 
in Political Culture (New York: W.W. Norton, 2019, 149). 
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reflection on how we come to believe something is true. Or, 

in Dewey’s words, to uphold intellectual humility is to assert 

that “there is no belief so settled as not to be exposed to 

further inquiry.”6  

In sum, recent struggles in American democracy, 

especially an insurrection based on lies and self-interest, 

might be helpfully addressed through a return to Deweyan 

ideas of truth and social democracy and an updated 

application of them within citizenship education focused on 

cultivating habits of honesty.  

 

 
6 Dewey, 1938/1986, page 16. Logic: The Theory of Inquiry, in 
Later Works, 12. 
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n civic education, miracles are rarely proffered as a 

pedagogical tool. But in times of crisis, and especially 

times of moral and political despair, miracles not only 

have use; they are nearer than we think. In The Human 

Condition Hannah Arendt wrote that, “The miracle that 

saves the world, the realm of human affairs, from its normal, 

‘natural’ ruin is ultimately the fact of natality, in which the 

faculty of action is ontologically rooted,” and “Only the full 

experience of this capacity can bestow upon human affairs 

faith and hope[.]”1 That is a bold claim, and an obtuse one. 

Here I hope to shed light on why we, as educators, should 

take this claim seriously today, and suggest how we might 

do so.  

What is a miracle? A skeptical David Hume called a 

miracle “a violation of the laws of nature,” and gave little 

credence to miraculous accounts. For “as a firm and 

unalterable experience has established these laws [of 

nature], the proof against a miracle…is as entire as any 

 
1 Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1998), 247. 

I 
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argument from experience can possibly be imagined.”2 The 

very notion presupposes a “uniform experience against 

every miraculous event,” which is “direct and full 

proof…against the existence of any miracle.”3 Humans are 

gullible to them because of “gross and vulgar passions,” the 

sensations of wonder, surprise, and religious enthusiasm 

that miracles inspire. But this only leads to error, for where 

“the spirit of religion join itself to the love of wonder, there 

is an end of common sense.”4  

Hume’s debunking of miracles is indicative of what 

Max Weber called “the disenchantment of the world” in the 

age of science, where “precisely the ultimate and most 

sublime values have withdrawn from public life.”5 He posits 

a tension between systems of belief and faith in human 

understanding, and advocates exclusively for the former. “A 

wise man…proportions his belief to the evidence,” writes 

Hume. And while the firmest beliefs “are founded on an 

 
2 David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding 
(Indianapolis: Hackett, 1993), 76.  
3 David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, 77.  
4 David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, 79, 
78-9. 
5 Max Weber, The Vocation Lectures (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2004), 
30. 
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infallible experience,” which establishes a kind of “proof,” 

even in closer cases one still “considers which side is 

supported by the greater number of experiments.”6 Faith, on 

the other hand, is adopted not only when, but because such 

experience is lacking.7  

Hume’s positivist approach anticipates not only 

modern scientific epistemology, but that of contemporary 

social and behavioral science. Today the generation, 

collection, manipulation, and monetization of human 

behavioral data form the backbone of human 

understanding. Social scientists take pride in their ability to 

predict human behavior via data analysis, while business 

models depend on it, and politicians adapt to it. A similar 

mentality shapes our day-to-day Weltanschauung, where 

beliefs spurred by aggregate data are transferred to 

individuals, and a defining element of our polarized political 

 
6 David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, 73-
4. 
7 “And whoever is moved by Faith to assent to [the veracity of 
miracles], is conscious of a continued miracle in his own person, 
which subverts all the principles of his understanding, and gives 
him a determination to believe what is most contrary to custom 
and experience.” David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human 
Understanding, 90. 
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culture is how little faith any partisan has in the human 

capacity to act in ways that are not predictable or pre-

determined. It is as if our cynical beliefs about human 

political behavior, based on experience, have achieved 

Humean standards of proof, and civic behavior has its own 

natural laws. I mention three of them here.  

Law 1: Public actors have neither the will nor ability 

to seriously address difficult problems. Indicative of this is a 

recurring headline in the satirical news magazine The Onion: 

“‘No Way to Prevent This,’ Says Only Nation Where This 

Regularly Happens.” The caption has appeared nineteen 

times since 2014, always referencing a real mass shooting in 

the United States,8 and each time reporting a nearly identical 

fictional response. Whether following “a violent rampage in 

Georgia in which a lone attacker killed eight individuals and 

injured one other,” or “a violent rampage in Las Vegas in 

 
8 A search of www.theonion.com returned the following dates, 
each corresponding to a mass shooting in the United States: May 
27, 2014; June 17, 2015; October 1, 2015; December 3, 2015; 
October 2, 2017; November 5, 2017; February 14, 2018; May 18, 
2018; September 13, 2018; October 29, 2018; November 8, 2018; 
June 1, 2019; August 4, 2019; August 4, 2019; February 26, 2020; 
March 12, 2021; March 17, 2021;  April 16, 2021; and May 26, 
2021. 
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which a lone attacker killed more than 50 individuals and 

seriously injured 400 others,” The Onion reports that 

“citizens living in the only country where this kind of mass 

killing routinely occurs…concluded…that there was no way 

to prevent the massacre from taking place.” “This was a 

terrible tragedy,” each witness says, “but sometimes these 

things happen and there’s nothing anyone can do to stop 

them.”9  

Law 2: All public actors are partisans, and all partisans 

are predictable. Consider the tit-for-tat struggle between 

U.S. Republicans and Democrats over federal judicial 

 
9 The Onion’s reporting has been called “hyper-real,” in the sense 
that “[f]ake news can become more ‘real’ than real news…when 
[it] actually predicts future events,” and because news satire 
“offers social critique in ways that real news cannot.” Ironically, 
on multiple occasions The Onion’s reporting has itself been 
appropriated by mainstream media to capture the meaning of 
events. Gun violence is no exception—on March 28, 2021 for 
example, Meet the Press anchor Chuck Todd used The Onion to 
frame Congress’s predictable inability to cooperate on a response. 
“There’s truth in humor,” he said, “And in this case, it’s a dark 
truth…When it comes to our epidemic of gun violence, our 
political system has no answers.” See Dan Berkowitz and David 
Asa Schwartz, “Miley, CNN and The Onion,” Journalism Practice, 
10:1, 1-17, 6; and Dominick Mastrangelo, “Chuck Todd ruefully 
mocks inaction on guns with Onion headline,” thehill.com, March 
28, 2021. Accessed at: 
https://thehill.com/homenews/media/545274-chuck-todd-opens-
meet-the-press-mocking-governments-inaction-on-gun-violence 
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appointments, most notably Supreme Court Justices. 

America’s founders tried to shield federal courts from 

political pressure,10 but nothing is more predictable today 

than the bitterness, cynicism, grandstanding, partisan 

presumptions, and vicious attacks involved in the 

nomination process. There is little belief, or faith, in the 

independence of judicial nominees, and one law professor’s 

description of the confirmation process is familiar: “The 

confirmation process is in a pretty poor place,” he observed, 

“But I don’t see any way out of it[.]”11 The same assumptions 

underlie rising pressure for Court expansion and Justice 

Stephen Breyer’s retirement while Democrats control the 

White House and Senate.12  

 
10 In Federalist 78 Hamilton famously called the “standard of good 
behavior” for lifetime judicial tenure “the best expedient which 
can be devised in any government to secure a steady, upright, and 
impartial administration of the laws.” Alexander Hamilton, James 
Madison, and John Jay, The Federalist Papers (Mineola, N.Y.: 
Dover, 2014), 379.  
11 Jessica Yarvin and Daniel Bush, “Is the hyper-partisan Supreme 
Court confirmation process ‘the new normal’?” pbs.org, 
September 13, 2018. Accessed at: 
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/nation/is-the-hyper-partisan-
supreme-court-confirmation-process-the-new-normal 
12 Adam Cohen, “Justice Breyer’s Legacy-Defining Decision,” The 
Atlantic, June 12, 2021. Accessed at: 
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2021/06/stephen-
breyer-legacy-retirement/619168/ 
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Law 3: Citizens are predictable, and politics is the art 

of exploiting predictable behavior. A flagrant example 

occurs in partisan gerrymandering, which in 2019 the U.S. 

Supreme Court found to be non-justiciable, and which 

rankles either party when disadvantaged. For our purposes, 

the important point is the behavioral assumptions behind 

partisan line-drawing, which grounds political strategy on 

the predictable behavior of American voters. It assumes that 

voters do not think critically or act spontaneously—they 

behave robotically. And those who recognize this behavior 

can exploit it with remarkable efficiency.13  

 
13 See Justice Elena Kagan’s Dissent in Rucho v. Common Cause 
(588 U.S. ____ (2019)), which, in defending lower court decisions 
that overturned partisan-gerrymandered districts (decisions that 
the majority opinion vacated), notes that “[T]he courts below did 
not gaze into crystal balls, as the majority tries to suggest. Their 
findings about these gerrymanders’ effects on voters—both in the 
past and predictably in the future—were evidence-based, data-
based, statistics-based. Knowledge-based, one might say…They 
refused to content themselves with unsupported and out-of-date 
musings about the unpredictability of the American voter…They 
did not bet America’s future—as today the majority does—on the 
idea that maps constructed with so much expertise and care to 
make electoral outcomes impervious to voting would somehow or 
other come apart. They looked at the evidence—at the facts 
about how these districts operated—and they could reach only 
one conclusion. By substantially diluting the votes of citizens 
favoring their rivals, the politicians of one party had succeeded in 
entrenching themselves in office. They had beat democracy.” It is 
worth noting that Justice Kagan’s own argument here 
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Widespread belief in these and similar “natural laws” 

exacerbates a general sense that political action is hopeless 

and politics meaningless.14 Hannah Arendt once linked this 

feeling to a cultural-political crisis she called “dark times”:  

“If it is the function of the public realm to throw light on the 

affairs of men,” wrote Arendt, “then darkness has come 

when this light is extinguished by ‘credibility gaps’ and 

‘invisible government,’ by speech that does not disclose what 

is but sweeps it under the carpet[.]”15 Drawing from her 

teacher Martin Heidegger, who described “with uncanny 

precision” how, in dark times, “everything that is real or 

authentic is assaulted by the overwhelming power of ‘mere 

talk’ that irresistibly arises out of the public realm,”16 Arendt 

linked dark times to a loss of faith in human action, in part 

because speech and action appear forever subsumed within 

 
presupposes the same premise attributed to the gerrymanderers 
themselves—namely, that gerrymandering is a problem precisely 
because voter behavior is predictable.  
14 Roger Berkowitz, “Miracles and Politics,” Hannah Arendt Center 
Amor Mundi Blog, August 17, 2012. Accessed at: 
https://hac.bard.edu/amor-mundi/miracles-and-politics-2012-08-
17 
15 Hannah Arendt, Men in Dark Times (New York: Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich, 1968), viii.  
16 Arendt, Men in Dark Times, ix.  
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lies, dissimulation, and practical meaninglessness, and 

because so few models exist to demonstrate what courage 

and action look like: “[E]verybody who is publicly 

recognized belongs among the salauds, and everything that 

is exists in an opaque, meaningless thereness which spreads 

obfuscation and causes disgust.”17  

During such times, how is one to throw light on 

human affairs? With Arendt, I would suggest that we 

supplement our diet of reasonable belief with a dash of faith, 

and a hint of miracles. “The work of faith,” wrote Arendt, “is 

what the gospels called ‘miracles,’” and “what all miracles, 

those performed by men no less than those performed by a 

divine agent, always must be…[are] interruptions of some 

natural series of events, of some automatic process, in whose 

context they constitute the wholly unexpected.”18 This is the 

essence of freedom, or man’s faculty to act—the ability to 

interrupt automatic processes in a manner that is 

“unforeseeable and unpredictable,” and where “the more 

heavily the scales are weighted in favor of disaster, the more 

 
17 Arendt, Men in Dark Times, viii. 
18 Hannah Arendt, Between Past and Future (New York: Penguin, 
1993), 168.  
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miraculous will the deed done in freedom appear.”19 As 

educators, we must encourage our students to appreciate 

this capacity to act, in themselves and others. And to do that, 

we must also intentionally demonstrate the extent to which 

others, even today (and even if one disagrees with them 

politically), frequently violate these “natural laws,” with 

sundry unexpected consequences.  

As one concrete example, in American Government 

I would highlight the surprisingly unpredictable Supreme 

Court coalitions subsequent to Donald Trump’s three 

controversial nominations. Near the end of their first full 

term together, The New York Times noted that, in divided 

cases, the Court was on pace for the highest percentage of 

“liberal” outcomes since 1968.20 And as written in The New 

Yorker, “if the expectation was that the country’s political 

divisions would be mirrored in starkly split decisions, it 

mostly was not met…Instead, the Justices repeatedly defied 

 
19 Hannah Arendt, Between Past and Future, 170. 
20 Adam Liptak, “The Supreme Court’s Newest Justices Produce 
Some Surprising Results,” The New York Times, June 18, 2021. 
Accessed at: 
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/06/18/us/politics/supreme-
court-conservatives-liberals.html. 
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expectations, with conservatives and liberals together 

forming majorities in high-profile cases[.]”21 A year earlier, 

many too were surprised by Justice Neil Gorsuch’s penning 

the decision of Bostock v. Clayton County, the case that 

extended Title VII non-discrimination protection to sexual 

orientation.22  

Nor have the voters always been as predictable as 

stats or polls would suggest. One must surely highlight the 

extraordinary surprise of Donald Trump’s 2016 election, 

which caught virtually all pollsters and social scientists off-

guard23; or for that matter, the election of America’s first 

 
21 Jeannie Suk Gersen, “The Supreme Court’s Surprising Term,” 
The New Yorker, June 27, 2021. Accessed at: 
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2021/07/05/the-
supreme-courts-surprising-term 
22 Robert Barnes, “Neil Gorsuch? The surprise behind the Supreme 
Court’s surprising LGBTQ decision,” The Washington Post, June 
16, 2020. Accessed at: 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/courts_law/neil-
gorsuch-gay-transgender-rights-supreme-
court/2020/06/16/112f903c-afe3-11ea-8f56-
63f38c990077_story.html. 
23 See Vann R. Newkirk, II., “What Went Wrong with the 2016 
Polls?” The Atlantic, November 9, 2016. Accessed at: 
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2016/11/what-
went-wrong-polling-clinton-trump/507188/; and Nate Cohn, Josh 
Katz, and Kevin Quealy, “Putting the Polling Miss of the 2016 
Election in Perspective,” The New York Times, November 13, 2016. 
Accessed at: 
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African-American president, Barack Obama, eight years 

earlier, something many thought impossible during their 

lifetime. Irrespective of how one processes these events, one 

can usefully proffer such moments as events in which 

human actions transcended routine behavioral 

expectations—in which humans revealed themselves as free 

and spontaneous actors who can defy expectations, for 

better or worse, should they will it—and frame them as such.  

In conclusion, let me suggest that it is incumbent on 

social scientists, in our capacity as educators, to recognize 

that our obsession with behavioral laws bears with it an 

anti-political tendency to elevate all that is seemingly 

automatic about human affairs. We succeed as theorists 

when people behave like robots. But if we are to prepare 

students to act as citizens, we must give equal, if not more 

appreciation to events that defy our expectations and defy 

common sense. We must highlight with especial gusto how 

wrong we often are, and help our students appreciate the 

miraculous quality and boundless possibilities of human 

 
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2016/11/13/upshot/puttin
g-the-polling-miss-of-2016-in-perspective.html. 
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action. We must convince them that freedom and 

responsibility exist. And we can do that by reserving real 

space—in our lectures, and on our syllabi—for 

contemporary moments of wonder and surprise, where 

expectations were defied, and freedom manifest, 

irrespective of party or ideology. By paying as much 

attention to these little miracles, and appreciating them as 

such, perhaps we can restore the faith. 
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Introduction 

his world is no stranger to crises of all kinds, for 

instance, the 2007 financial crisis and the 

COVID-19 pandemic since late 2019. However, 

the higher education sector has been regrettably slow and 

stagnant in the wake of these crises. For instance, the boom 

of remote and virtual pedagogical tools and methods only 

came after the pandemic hit, even though most institutions 

had possessed the necessary infrastructure long before.  

Similarly, the crisis in liberal democracy and the rise 

in authoritarianism (e.g., Thomson & Ip, 2020; Hartman et 

al., 2021) did not seem to matter much in the contemporary 

higher education sector. This article argues that such a 

conception is wrong. In fact, the sector could and should 

contribute in many ways, but has failed to do so. This article 

discusses three main aspects of higher education – 

curriculum design, learner empowerment, and 

interdisciplinarity – arguing what went wrong and what 

should be changed. These transformations will be essential 

T 
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in shaping a more sustainable and resilient higher education 

system. 

 

Curriculum Design 

As Dewey (1902, pp. 11–12) noted, curriculum is “a 

continuous reconstruction, moving from the child’s present 

experience out into that represented by the organized bodies 

of truth that we call studies”. Learning builds on the learner’s 

curiosity. Therefore, curriculum is not a “strictly limited 

body of content”, but rather an ongoing and dynamic 

“process or procedure” (Caswell & Campbell, 1935, p. 70). 

Nonetheless, the current approach emphasizes 

incorporating the past knowledge and traditional ways of 

living – “an ‘information dump’ of principles and 

conclusions” (Whetten & Clark, 1996, p. 156) – or asking 

students to tackle immediate problems after they have 

emerged. Meanwhile, courses, materials, and methods 

focused on hard and static facts and theories, and sometimes 

(but not always) on developing a specific point of view or 

analysis towards those problems.  
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Lamentably, this approach lags behind rather than 

looks forward. In other words, it responds rather than 

foresees. Such an approach will be often slow, unresponsive, 

or even resistant to change. It will be impossible to keep 

pace with larger contextual changes and even 

unprecedented disruptive crises. The reality is that many 

current and future crises happen beyond conventional 

understandings, approaches, and disciplines. This implies an 

imperative need for all individuals to think, learn, and 

prepare for the challenges and opportunities ahead. Living 

in a highly complex and ever-changing world, or the 

“VUCA” (Volatile, Uncertain, Complex, and Ambiguous) 

world (Bennis & Nanus, 1985, p. 41), there will certainly be 

shifting demands and expectations in terms of the required 

knowledge and skill sets, and there is the need to 

deconstruct and reconstruct one’s knowledge and skills sets 

continuously.  

Silva (2009) noted that a curriculum should 

emphasize “what students can do with knowledge, rather 

than what units of knowledge they have”. As such, 

curriculum designers and course creators should provide 
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students not so much with the hard knowledge which can 

easily become obsolete and less valued in the ever-evolving 

society, but the soft tools to discover and investigate current 

(or potential) problems around the world, and to explore 

and even implement solutions that might tackle those novel 

and ill-defined problems. The search for solutions by 

producing, rather than consuming, knowledge through 

active learning and an inquiry-based curriculum is a view 

widely supported in the literature (e.g., Savery, 2006; 

Michael, 2006; Justice et al., 2007; Zepke, 2013).  

Another way of redesigning a curriculum is to align 

with future global aims, such as the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) by the United Nations which 

address a wide range of critical issues of global concern (e.g., 

Nhamo & Mjimba, 2020; Steele & Rickards, 2021). These 

headings will be a “vehicle” for students to understand the 

issues, challenges, and complexities of multiple disciplines, 

under the real-world context of problems and crises 

(Sunderland, 2021). Then, they can consider potential ways 

to make progress and implement solutions in order to attain 

practicable targets. Throughout the process, students will 
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recognize themselves as active and engaged citizens with the 

confidence and responsibility to tackle these challenges 

within their communities, through collaboration, critical 

thinking, and innovative problem-solving (Mansori, 2019).  

As an example in interdisciplinary general education, 

the Common Core Curriculum at the University of Hong 

Kong maps its courses against the SDGs, with 

transdisciplinary minors and research projects surrounding 

some of the SDGs (HKU Common Core, n.d.-a). Such 

thinking will be good “first steps” to gradually and 

progressively challenge the orthodox educational 

experience, by allowing students not just to survive by 

responding to the world’s changes, but flourish by foreseeing 

those changes. They will be active and responsible 

contributors in adapting to and tackling global challenges. 

Therefore, the incorporation of holistic and flexible 

frameworks into the design of higher education curriculum 

and the implementation of active inquiry-based learning are 

necessary to transcend the minute details of crises and to 

promote the more enduring and overarching goals of a 

sustainable future. 
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Learner Empowerment 

To prepare for the many crises ahead, learners must also be 

highly ready and willing to bear a flexible, adaptable, open-

minded, and inquiring mindset (Niemi, 2020). 

Unfortunately, the “responding” nature in our current 

higher education system does not readily assist students to 

acquire such an important mindset. While learners should 

strive to uphold far more forward-looking visions in order 

to leverage their strengths and potentials, higher education 

teachers and institutions should also play a role by 

empowering learners to explore and unleash their 

capabilities and capacities to thrive in and contribute to 

society.  

Empowerment can be roughly divided into three 

stages. First, learners are to be trusted as mature and 

confident, and they should feel valued for being themselves 

(Broom, 2015). Second, learners are to lead their own 

learning by allowing greater control and choice, where they 

will have a clearer idea of the roles that they can play for 

society, and they will be actively looking out for 
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opportunities (Iversen et al., 2015). Third, learners are to 

map out their own concrete roadmap of transforming 

society, to push things forward realistically and strategically. 

In other words, they will be self-motivated to catalyze 

meaningful societal change.  

Various suggestions of student-oriented or student-

led initiatives are now developing in higher education (e.g., 

Hoidn 2017). An example of practical application is the 

Transdisciplinary Undergraduate Research Initiative at the 

University of Hong Kong which allows students to conduct 

a series of authentic and meaningful research projects 

rooted in their diverse daily encounters and real-world 

contexts (HKU Common Core, n.d.-b). The inquiry process 

follows the three stages of empowerment described above: 

starting with providing trusting environments and familiar 

backgrounds, followed by actively engaging the learners’ 

own interests and experiences and allowing them to direct 

their own learning in varied ways (Broom, 2015), and 

eventually transforming confidence into action by making 

positive changes to the larger world. 
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Interdisciplinarity 

Interdisciplinarity is now essential in this contemporary 

world, as many real-life challenges and dilemmas nowadays 

are impossible to be resolved through a single discipline. In 

fact, interdisciplinarity is statistically significantly and 

positively associated with research impact (Okamura, 2019). 

Many conservative learners often tend to become superficial 

by suppressing the complexity and hiding the limitations or 

weaknesses in their ideas. However, any meaningful 

response to a crisis and inquiry on the future is all about how 

to tolerate the embedded ambiguity, complexity, and 

uncertainty in society. The courage and ability to break 

disciplinary boundaries from the traditional siloed nature of 

the higher education environment requires not only a broad 

knowledge base but also an embracing mindset (Christensen 

et al., 2021). Rather than fitting with neat packages and 

shapes, our minds and ideas need to be further challenged 

and expanded through interdisciplinarity.  

The thinking “skills” in achieving interdisciplinarity 

involve considering the connections and integrations, as 

well as constraints and conflicts among multiple disciplines, 
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dimensions, and analytical perspectives, in order to unearth 

the constituent elements within challenges and crises and 

their underlying relationships, interactions, and 

intersections. Then, these competing or even conflicting 

viewpoints and interests are coordinated and balanced 

through a collaborative and synergistic mindset, to reach the 

eventual informed decision.  

An excellent explanation and model to integrate 

interdisciplinarity into higher education teaching and 

learning can be found in Power and Handley (2019, p. 556). 

With the rise of interdisciplinary courses and double degree 

programs in some higher education institutions, 

interdisciplinary dialogues and exchanges can be 

encouraged and fostered. The transdisciplinary study 

clusters and research initiatives discussed above are also 

viable methods. The focus is on developing the thinking 

“skills” for interdisciplinarity – to connect, to integrate, to 

critically analyze, and to informedly decide – as well as an 

encouraging and sustainable environment to ensure 

continuous development of such skills. 
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Conclusion 

A modest reorganization of existing approaches and surface 

artifacts that are frequently employed by practitioners in 

higher education is insufficient when our society is 

constantly in crises of different scales and scopes. We must 

go much further to reform our curriculum and empower 

our learners in order to resolve these global issues, 

challenges, and crises. Only then can learners be liberated 

and empowered to not simply respond but to foresee and 

look forward. This also transforms our higher education 

system to become more sustainable and resilient for the 

future ahead. 
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ffective liberal democracy relies on citizens and 

their government representatives accepting shared 

facts to solve problems and make decisions. By 

contrast, "false or misleading content presented as news" 

(fake news)1 threatens a healthy marketplace of ideas.2 

Persuasive fake news divides people to perceive different 

realities, view each other as psychotic, and hear advocacy for 

opposing realities as enemy gaslighting. Failing to agree on 

facts, shared problems, or acceptable solutions paralyzes 

democratic processes,3 and denial of actual problems (e.g., 

climate change) blocks the cooperation and compromise 

 
1 Nolan Higdon. The anatomy of fake news. University of 
California Press, 2020: 27. For the purposes of this article, 
consider reports of events, such as rain, as true or fake news. 
Epistemological explication of subtler distinctions of truth, 
validity, or contested concepts are beyond the scope of this short 
article. 
2 Jeong-Nam Kim and Homero Gil de Zúñiga, “Pseudo-information, 
media, publics, and the failing marketplace of ideas: Theory,” 
American Behavioral Scientist 65, no. 2 (2021): 164, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764220950606. 
3 Civiqs, “Do you think the nation's economy is getting better or 
worse?” Civiqs, accessed July 7, 2021, 
https://civiqs.com/results/economy_us_direction; Michael Tesler, 
“Republicans’ pessimistic views on the economy have little to do 
with the economy,” FiveThirtyEight, May 5, 2021, 
https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/republicans-pessimistic-
views-on-the-economy-have-little-to-do-with-the-economy/. 

E 
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needed to solve them.4 Moreover, solutions to false 

problems (e.g., voter fraud)5 not only waste time, effort, and 

resources, but might cause harm (allowing identification 

cards of soldiers but not college students6 can disenfranchise 

students and change election outcomes). Even worse, 

viewing fellow citizens as enemies fosters self-destructive 

behaviors that hurt them but also harm ourselves.7 Hence, 

fake news threatens liberal democracy. 

 

News Validity, Volume, and Velocity 

Detecting fake news to inform suitable interventions is 

challenging. Despite 1,480 public tweets discussing a violent 

US Capitol Insurrection against election fraud (spurred by 

fake news), government authorities failed to stop it from 

 
4 Kari Marie Norgaard, “Climate denial: Emotion, psychology, 
culture, and political economy,” Oxford handbook on climate 
change and society 18, (Summer, 2011): 399. 
5 Minnite, Lorraine C. The myth of voter fraud. Cornell University 
Press, 2011:4. 
6 “Required identification for voting in person,” VoteTexas, 
accessed 2021, https://www.votetexas.gov/register-to-
vote/need-id.html. 
7 Dominic J. Packer and Jay Van Bavel. The power of us: 
Harnessing our shared identities to improve performance, increase 
cooperation, and promote social harmony. 2021:153. 



Chui, Kim, Lee, Oh, and Park        367	
	

Dewey Studies                      Vol 5 · No 2 · 2021 

	

killing 5 people and injuring over 140 others.8 Even with 

training, most humans cannot identify fake news,9 

especially as alternative media (e.g., 209 Times) can publish 

99% real news (e.g., Associated Press news) mixed with 1% 

fake news—which itself mostly contains facts.10 Political 

dominance of media of mostly true news (e.g., Viktor 

Orban's Fidesz party in Hungary)11 further facilitates 

embedding of fake news and hinders its detection.  

 
8 Jessica Guynn, “‘Burn down DC’: Violence that erupted at Capitol 
was incited by pro-Trump mob on social media,” USA Today, 
February 12, 2021, 
https://www.usatoday.com/story/tech/2021/01/06/trump-riot-
twitter-parler-proud-boys-boogaloos-antifa-qanon/6570794002/ 
9 Lutzke, L., Drummond, C., Slovic, P., and Árvai, J. (2019). Priming 
critical thinking: Simple interventions limit the influence of fake 
news about climate change on Facebook. Global Environmental 
Change, 58, 101964; Pimmer, Christoph, Christoph Eisemann, and 
Magdalena Mateescu. "Fake news resilience through online 
games? Tentative findings from a randomized controlled trial in 
higher education." Paper presented at the 17th International 
Conference on Cognition and Exploratory Learning in Digital Age, 
2020. 
10 Yowei Shaw, “The chaos machine: An endless hole,” Hear Every 
Voice, April 29, 2021, 
https://www.npr.org/programs/invisibilia/992214107/the-chaos-
machine-an-endless-hole. 
11 Zoltan Simon, “Hungary’s strongman leader nears full control of 
national media,” Bloomberg, July 24, 2020, 
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-07-24/top-
hungarian-independent-news-site-staff-quits-citing-pressure. 
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Social media motivates and enables people to find, 

curate, and quickly share messages, regardless of validity, 

within their social networks.12 So, purveyors of fake news 

launch them via publics’ information trafficking to enhance 

credibility, approval, and velocity (i.e., how many users see 

the fake news within a time interval; = users/time; e.g., 

2,000 users per hour).13 As fake news spreads faster than 

true news, social media's facility accelerates its spread14 (e.g., 

over 500 million daily tweets). Quickly disseminating fake 

news to a million people within a day rather than a decade 

escalates its threat by overwhelming human analysts and 

demanding faster responses. Likewise, viral fake news 

across many diverse, online communities (rather than only 

one homogeneous community) appeals to many different 

audiences, accelerates its spread, and escalates its danger.  

Even without fake news, unimportant viral news can 

distract from unflattering true news (e.g., after Russia’s 

 
12 Soroush Vosoughi, Deb Roy, and Sinan Aral, (2018). “The spread 
of true and false news online,” Science 359, no. 6380 (Spring, 
2018): 1146.   
13 Kim and Gil de Zúñiga: 165, 167. 
14 “The number of tweets per day in 2020,” David Sayce, May 
2020, https://www.dsayce.com/social-media/tweets-day/. 
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Fancy Bear hacked John Podesta emails, Wikileaks released 

them to deluge Trump’s "grab 'em by the p***y" scandal).15 

Indeed, mass media influence audiences mostly by directing 

their attention, not by imposing specific views16 (e.g., 

Trump supporters rejected mainstream media’s call to wear 

masks to slow the pandemic). Unlike mainstream media, 

social media reflects many people's thoughts, so it reflects 

public understanding and hence, the information health of 

a liberal democracy.  

 

Artificial Intelligence: Machine Learning 

As humans cannot readily determine the validity of high 

volume, high-velocity messages, we advocate using 

computers to quickly collect, organize, and analyze them.17 

 
15 “Report of the Select Committee on Intelligence United States 
Senate on Russian Active Measures Campaigns and Interference 
in the 2016 U.S. Election,” Senate Intelligence Committee, 
November 10, 2020, 
https://www.intelligence.senate.gov/sites/default/files/documen
ts/report_volume5.pdf. 
16 Agenda setting theory, Maxwell E. McCombs, and Donald L. 
Shaw, “The agenda-setting function of mass media,” Public 
Opinion Quarterly 36, no. 2 (Summer, 1972): 176. 
17 Mehryar Mohri, Afshin Rostamizadeh, and Ameet Talwalkar. 
Foundations of machine learning. Cambridge: MIT press, 2018: 2. 
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Notably, experts in computer systems that perform tasks 

typically requiring human intelligence (artificial intelligence), 

have the knowledge, big data, and money (e.g., government 

grants and company budgets) to identify fake news, its 

authors, its dissemination speed, and its extent. Specifically, 

they develop computer systems that can learn and adapt 

without explicit instructions (machine learning, ML) by 

using many messages to create filters that detect fake news.18 

Based on many input messages labeled as true, false, or 

neither (e.g., vanilla tastes better than chocolate), ML 

creates a series of filters from message features to estimate 

the likelihood that a new message is fake news (e.g., 23% 

fake, 60% true, 17% neither).19 Complementing ML, 

statistical analyses of linguistic, demographic, and other 

 
18 Saqib Hakak, Mamoun Alazab, Suleman Khan, Thippa Reddy 
Gadekallu, Praveen Kumar Reddy Maddikunta, and Wazir Zada 
Khan, “An ensemble machine learning approach through effective 
feature extraction to classify fake news,” Future Generation 
Computer Systems 117 (Spring 2021): 47. 
19 Michael I. Jordan, and Tom M. Mitchell, “Machine learning: 
Trends, perspectives, and prospects,” Science 349, no. 6245 
(Summer 2015): 255. 



Chui, Kim, Lee, Oh, and Park        371	
	

Dewey Studies                      Vol 5 · No 2 · 2021 

	

features of a message can identify and predict its 

dissemination scope and speed.20 

 

Reducing ML Biases with Diverse Views 

However, ML can suffer from biases and opacity.21 Biased 

ML systems systematically disadvantage underprivileged 

subpopulations.22 As no system can fully satisfy all 21 

mathematical definitions of fairness, mitigating bias 

typically involves trade-offs.23 For example, fairness can 

demand that an author's race does not (a) predict fake news 

(independence) or (b) alter ML prediction of fake news 

(separation). However, if an author's race is correlated with 

 
20 Gabriel Rossman, Ming Ming Chiu, and Joeri M. Mol. "Modeling 
Diffusion of Multiple Innovations via Multilevel Diffusion Curves: 
Payola in Pop Music Radio." Sociological Methodology 38, no. 1 
(2008): 222. 
21 Mehrabi, Ninareh, Fred Morstatter, Nripsuta Saxena, Kristina 
Lerman, and Aram Galstyan. "A survey on bias and fairness in 
machine learning." ACM Computing Surveys (CSUR) 54, no. 6 
(2021): 1. 
22 Heinrich Jiang, and Ofir Nachum, (2020). “Identifying and 
correcting label bias in machine learning,” 
https://arxiv.org/abs/1901.04966. 
23 Arvind Narayanan, “21 Fairness Definitions and Their Politics, 
ACM Conference on Fairness, Accountability and Transparency,” 
YouTube, March 2, 2018, https://www.youtube.com/ 
watch?v=jIXIuYdnyyk. 
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a feature linked to true or fake news (e.g., many professors 

are white), a ML model cannot have both race independence 

and race separation, so it must be somewhat unfair.  

Biases can occur via sampling, history, labeling, or 

proxies. An input data sample might not represent the target 

population (sampling bias;
 24 e.g., a social media sample with 

mostly tweets and few Facebook posts overvalues tweets 

and undervalues Facebook posts). Also, inputting historical 

data with biased outcomes can reproduce them (historical 

bias;25 e.g., ignoring the recent increase in news articles 

authored by women both overvalues men's articles and 

undervalues women's articles). Incorrect labeling of true 

news as fake can bias ML results (labeling bias;26 e.g., Brexit 

supporters incorrectly label the message "European 

 
24 Joy Buolamwini, and Timnit Gebru, “Gender Shades: 
Intersectional Accuracy Disparities in Commercial Gender 
Classification,” Proceedings of Machine Learning Research 81 
(2018): 77. 
25 Solon Barocas and Andrew D. Selbst, “Big Data’s Disparate 
Impact,” California University Law Review 104, no. 3 (Autumn, 
2016): 671, http://www.californialawreview. org/wp-
content/uploads/2016/06/2Barocas-Selbst.pdf. 
26 Cade Metz, “Using A.I. to Find Bias in A.I.,” New York Times, June 
30, 2021, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/06/30/technology/artificial-
intelligence-bias.html 
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membership increases British trade" as false). As features of 

the outcome (true vs. fake) or input (credibility) often lack 

precise definition, ML designers might use 

simplistic/imprecise proxies (proxy bias; 27 e.g., BBC news is 

not always true). Hence, each ML team should include 

diverse individuals with sensitivity to such biases (e.g., 

women, racial minorities, etc.). Then, all team members can 

attend to these biases, brainstorm proposals to minimize 

them, and test their effectiveness.  

Also, unlike mathematical or statistical models whose 

variables predict outcomes (e.g., age predicts fake news), 

ML's filters typically yield cryptic numbers (black box). 

Thus, ML designers often do not know (a) how to interpret 

the numbers and (b) how their system decides28 whether a 

news article is fake. As such opacity exacerbates invisible 

 
27 Aaron Klein, “Credit Denial in the Age of AI,” Brookings 
Institution, April 11, 2019, https://www.brookings.edu/ 
research/credit-denial-in-the-age-of-ai/; Ziad Obermeyer, Brian 
Powers, Christine Vogeli, and Sendhil Mullainathan, “Dissecting 
Racial Bias in an Algorithm Used to Manage the Health of 
Populations,” Science 366, no. 6464 (Winter, 2019): 447. 
28 Mohri et al.:5. 
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biases, ML scholars devised methods to increase ML 

transparency.29 

 

Overcoming ML Opacity and Bias with Greater 

Transparency 

We can increase ML transparency via (a) global descriptions 

of features and (b) local interpretation of specific 

predictions.30 By organizing and visualizing the overall ML 

results (e.g., via Yellowbrick software), designers can 

hypothesize key input features of the message, author, 

online community, or time, and then test how assigning 

different weights to each feature affects outcomes.31 For 

example, ML output indicates 7 million fake news messages 

and 3 million true news messages, so we examine the 

 
29 Giorgio Visani, Enrico Bagli, Federico Chesani, Alessandro 
Poluzzi, and Davide Capuzzo, “Statistical stability indices for LIME: 
obtaining reliable explanations for machine learning models,” 
Journal of the Operational Research Society, (Winter, 2020): 1. 
30 Josua Krause, Adam Perer, and Kenney Ng, “Interacting with 
predictions: Visual inspection of black-box machine learning 
models,” Proceedings of the 2016 CHI conference on human 
factors in computing systems, (Summer, 2016): 5686. 
31 Benjamin Bengfort, and Rebecca Bilbro, “Yellowbrick: 
Visualizing the scikit-learn model selection process,” Journal of 
Open Source Software 4, no. 35 (Spring 2019): 1075. 
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proportion of messages in each category with specific 

features (e.g., certainty words ["always"] appear in 80% fake 

news but only 10% of true news). Then, we create models 

(e.g., statistical) with features like certainty, and test 

whether the model results resemble the ML results. 

Likewise, we test for bias. To detect gender bias, we test 

whether adding a female (vs. male) author variable to the ML 

system yields substantially different results.  

Also, users can examine specific predictions to 

consider whether slight changes in a message's input 

features affect the outcome (e.g., via Lime software).32 For 

example, does sending two similar sentences ("immigrants 

always help the French economy" and "immigrants can help 

the French economy") into the ML system yield different 

results? Likewise, we test for racial bias with "Black 

immigrants help the French economy" and "White 

immigrants help the French economy." 

ML scholars can then work together with domain 

experts (e.g., communication, linguistics, political science) 

and statisticians to test these hypotheses within transparent, 

 
32 Visani et al.:1. 
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comprehensive, ecological, explanatory models.33 Then, 

they can contextualize, interpret, and triangulate their ML 

and statistics results.34 Such cooperation can yield ML 

systems that humans can interpret, use, and trust. 

 

Implications 

Institutional cooperation, data protection, and publicized 

findings can help such collaborations succeed and build 

public support for detecting fake news.  As private 

companies (e.g., Google, Facebook) and government 

agencies (e.g., Smithsonian in US) store most social media 

data, their institutional agreements with researchers can 

both address public concerns (e.g., protect data 

confidentiality and privacy) and ensure public 

dissemination of findings for other scholars, companies, and 

government officials to use.  

 
33 Littmann et al., “Validity of machine learning in biology and 
medicine increased through collaborations across fields of 
expertise,” Nature Machine Intelligence 2, no. 1 (Spring 2020): 18. 
34 Pratap Dangeti, Statistics for machine learning (UK: Packt 
Publishing Ltd., 2017):125. 
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Educators can help foster fake news expertise via 

media literacy and an ML pipeline. Current ML fake news 

detection systems are too specific or too inaccurate for 

general users; even the best ML fake news detection systems 

are biased and flawed,35 so people need media literacy 

education (e.g., News Literacy Project curriculum) to reduce 

their susceptibility to fake news.36 Teaching ML and its 

prerequisites (e.g., computer programming) to all students 

(starting with https://scratch.mit.edu/ for children) both 

prepares some students for ML careers and helps all students 

understand ML strengths and weaknesses to better grasp 

and accept suitable ML uses, such as detecting fake news. 

 

Conclusion 

As high-volume, high-velocity, persuasive fake news can 

threaten a healthy information marketplace of ideas and 

paralyze democratic processes, ML can help scan billions of 

 
35 Jiang and Nachum. 
36 News Literacy Project offers a free 13-lesson online curriculum 
(https://get.checkology.org/). Also, Ground News compares 
reporting (https://ground.news/), and Adfontes Media assesses 
the reliability of news sources (http://www.adfontesmedia.com/). 
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messages a day to identify fake news, its scope and its 

velocity. However, ML experts across industry, 

government, and academia must cooperate to create and 

share comprehensible ML algorithms to detect fake news 

with minimal bias. Also, educators can help counter fake 

news by teaching media literacy, ML, and its prerequisites.  
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n her brilliant Jesus and John Wayne, Kristin Kobes Du 

Mez argues many evangelical Christians envisioned 

Donald Trump as the “reincarnation of John Wayne.”1 

Trump was apparently unhindered by political correctness, 

democratic norms, or traditional Christian virtues in his 

willingness to protect an imperiled United States. If their 

coreligionists claimed evangelicals had to choose between 

Jesus and Trump, these evangelicals negotiated the 

“conflict.” “There might be a place for the softer virtues, but 

the perilous times necessitated ruthless power.”2 They 

joined other Trump supporters who acknowledged he was 

“worse than imperfect” and “only in a corrupt republic, in 

corrupt times, could a Trump rise.” 3 Nevertheless, he 

 
1 Kristin Kobes Du Mez, Jesus and John Wayne: How White 
Evangelicals Corrupted a Faith and Fractured a Nation (New York: 
Liveright Publishing, 2020), 271. Du Mez’s fellow historian, Victor 
Davis Hanson, an influential Trump supporter, directly compared 
Donald Trump to The Searchers’ Ethan Edwards. See, for instance, 
Victor Davis Hanson, “Donald Trump, Tragic Hero,” National 
Review, April 12, 2018. For a dissenting view, which mentions The 
Searchers, that suggests that John Wayne may be used to critique 
as well as bolster Donald Trump, see Daniel Cole, “Donald Trump 
is Not John Wayne,” Comment, September 1, 2021.  
2 Du Mez, Jesus, 304, 59.  
3 Michael Anton, “The Flight 93 Election,” Claremont Review of 
Books, September 5, 2016.  

I 
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seemed uniquely able to win, and these “imperfections” lent 

him “energy, his dynamism.”4  

How should college and university educators respond 

to such thinking? I argue that educators can use The Searchers 

(1956) to help students scrutinize two claims. First, they can 

question the archetype of John Wayne as a “good” protector 

through redemptive violence. Second, they might ask 

whether, even with reluctance, a society can rely on ruthless 

power and retain its innocence.5  

Those evangelicals who support Trump may at best 

be characterized as bad tragic pragmatic thinkers.6 They did 

 
4 Joshua Hochschild, “Once Upon a Presidency,” American Mind, 
February 19, 2021.  
5 For the use of a Western (High Noon) in an introductory political 
science course at the college level to interrogate “extreme 
action,” see Brandon Valeriano, “Teaching Introduction to 
International Politics with Film,” Journal of Political Science 
Education 9 (2013): 57-72, 62.  
6 This is not to discount the possibility of mob psychology 
replacing critical intelligence. See Randolph Bourne, “Twilight of 
the Idols,” in War and the Intellectuals: Collected Essays, 1915-
1919, edited by Carl Resek (New York: Harper, 1969): 53-64. It 
should be noted that Du Mez claims evangelical support for 
Trump was not “merely a pragmatic choice,” explicable in “purely 
transactional terms” (3). Her book seems consistent with a 
transactional field reconstructed by habits and social customs, 
particularly the theologically intensified perception of threat. 
(Thus, she writes, for evangelicals, “the ends would justify the 
means” [133], and “it wasn’t about how you played the game. It 
was about winning” [156].) See Roudy W. Hildreth, 
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not retreat from political action to a principle of absolute 

morality—Jesus or John Wayne. That could mean either 

faithfulness inattentive to any consequences or 

unproblematic recourse to a quasi-pagan “warrior” ethos.7 

Instead, cognizant of a genuine moral dilemma and the 

inevitability of tradeoffs, they supported a flawed but 

potentially effective leader to protect threatened values. 

Eddie Glaude writes of John Dewey, “He refuses to reconcile 

such conflicts and see harmony in tragic situations. He also 

refuses to be paralyzed in the face of tragedy.”8 As Michael 

Anton told would-be Trump voters, “There are no 

guarantees.”9 In this case, the problem with evangelical 

voters may not be their reasoning but their values. This 

could be true.  

Still, is there something wrong with their reasoning, 

which educators and students may examine without 

 
“Reconstructing Dewey on Power,” Political Theory 37, no. 6 
(2009): 780-807.  
7 See Rowan Williams, “War and Statecraft: An Exchange,” First 
Things March 2004, 14. Du Mez’s figures often tellingly evince at 
least initial reluctance.  
8 Eddie S. Glaude, In a Shade of Blue: Pragmatism and the Politics 
of Black America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007), 39. 
9 Anton, “Flight 93.” 
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viewpoint discrimination in the college classroom? I think 

so. Eddie Glaude notes Hilary Putnam’s criticism that 

Dewey’s pragmatism fails to consider that our actions are 

not just about maximizing the good. They are also about 

realizing who we are. Glaude responds that for Dewey, 

action, as it involves habit and customs, involves self-

discovery. This is “our attempt to figure out, as best we can, 

given the circumstances, why one impulse carries us this 

way and the other that way.”10 Thus, we can ask what 

existentially has been revealed in the election of the 

“reincarnation of John Wayne” in President Trump.  

Ironically, this question is best posed by John Wayne 

himself in John Ford’s 1956 film, The Searchers. The film 

questions not only Wayne’s Ethan Edwards, an 

embodiment of redemptive violence, but also the innocence 

of the surrounding “civilized” society. The film remains 

imperfect in its portrayal of Native Americans. 

Nevertheless, it suggests that pragmatic recourse to an 

 
10 Glade, Shade, 30. For Dewey and habits, see Sarah M. Stitzlein, 
"Habits of Democracy: A Deweyan Approach to Citizenship 
Education in America Today," Education and Culture 30, no. 2 
(2014), 61-86. 
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Ethan-like figure, even one finally left outside and relegated 

to the past, never leaves society innocent. 

… 

The Searchers begins with disruption. “Uncle Ethan” 

comes to his brother’s homestead. He is a veteran of many 

conflicts, wearing a worn Confederate overcoat, gifting one 

of his nieces a medallion “appropriate to Maximilian of 

Mexico.”11 He possesses currency alluding to bank robbery. 

Ethan resents their adopted son, Martin, because of his part-

Cherokee blood. There is a darkly hinted relationship with 

Ethan’s sister-in-law. Then, his brother’s family is attacked 

by Comanches, with all killed save for Martin and two 

abducted girls. Ethan and Martin, uneasy partners, set off to 

rescue them—eventually, just the younger Debbie—in a 

years-long search.  

The Western hero is about a style—“A hero is one 

who looks like a hero,”12 Robert Warshow wrote. Ethan has 

 
11 Frank Nugent, The Searchers: Shooting Script (Alexandria, VA: 
Alexander Street Press, 2004).  
12 Robert Warshow, “Movie Chronicle: The Westerner,” in The 
Immediate Experience: Movies, Comics, Theatre, and Other 
Aspects of Popular Culture (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 2001), 123.  
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style. He looks like a much-needed hero rescuing women 

from captivity’s horrors. However, Ethan’s search, which 

comes to focus on Debbie’s abductor, the Comanche chief 

Scar, gradually deconstructs this image. While a Westerner 

must know the ways of Native Americans, Ethan 

increasingly mirrors the “savage” chief, Scar. Ethan will even 

surpass the Native Americans in brutality, showing not 

liminality between civilization and “savagery” but the 

complete absence of restraint. Martin kills Scar, but Ethan 

scalps the chief, defiling the corpse of a man he did not kill.13 

It soon becomes disturbingly clear to Martin that Ethan 

aims to find Debbie to kill the beloved niece he now 

considers defiled. Yet when Ethan scalps Scar, his reaction 

is not one of release but bewilderment at what might be 

belated self-recognition. When Ethan finally comes upon 

Debbie, he does not kill her. He lifts her in his arms, places 

her on his horse, and says, “Let’s go home.”  

Nevertheless, the film’s famous last scene has most of 

the characters, including Martin and a reunited Debbie, 

 
13 J. David Alvis, and John E. Alvis, "Heroic Virtue and the Limits of 
Democracy in John Ford's The Searchers," Perspectives on Political 
Science 38, no. 2 (2009): 69-78, 76.  
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enter the home while Ethan remains outside. Ethan remains 

disruptive. A song asks where he might find “peace of mind;” 

the silhouetted Ethan grabs his arm in a lonely sign of 

vulnerability.14 If figures like Donald Trump seem to mimic 

John Wayne, we must consider why Ethan remains outside 

and the political significance of this isolation.  

No present-day critic considers Ethan to be a 

straightforward hero. However, scholars imagine that he is 

left outside for two reasons. First, even if Ethan ceased his 

redemptive violence before murdering Debbie, his inability 

to enter the household prolongs an individual tragedy. His 

self-defeating drive for purity, seen in the hatred of 

miscegenation and fears of his own sexual desire, separates 

him from the salvific homestead.15 Second, his isolation may 

 
14 Martin M. Winkler, "Tragic Features in John Ford's The 
Searchers," The Bucknell Review 35, no. 1 (1991): 185-208, 201. 
The gesture has multiple meanings; it also alludes to the silent 
Western star Harry Carey; see Graham Fuller, “The Searchers,” 
Sight & Sound 22, no. 11 (2012).  
15 See especially Catholic readings: Anthony Burke Smith, "The 
Nationalization of the Catholic Imagination: The Westerns of John 
Ford," US Catholic Historian 17, no. 3 (1999): 51-66, 60; Richard 
Blake, AfterImage: The Indelible Catholic Imagination of Six 
American Filmmakers (Chicago: Loyola Press, 2000), 161; Caesar 
A. Montevecchio, "Eucharistic Imagery in Film: Two Patterns of 
Usage," Journal of Religion & Film 19, no. 1 (2015): 1-27, 21.  
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suggest cycles of violence will be superseded by the “steady 

hand of the law.” There will be “historical evolution of the 

country from savagery to civilization.”16 These reasons 

suggest the homestead can be differentiated from its violent 

protector, whose tragedy remains his own, who finally is 

superseded. We might vote for Trump and go safely inside, 

innocent of his quarantined volatility.  

However, The Searchers bears another interpretation. 

Richard Slotkin points out that Ethan being played by the 

famous John Wayne means “we retain a sense of kinship 

with him.”17 The problem is never only Ethan. As Richard 

Pippin recognizes, the homestead in that final scene is dark, 

while Ethan is illuminated.18 Ethan may even stay out to 

preserve his family’s illusions. He has confronted the 

bewildering depths of his racism and exits to let them remain 

 
16 Casey J. Wheatland, "‘They’re Saved from the Blessings of 
Civilization:’ Violence, Law, and Progress in the Westerns of John 
Ford," The Philosophical Journal of Conflict and Violence 4, no. 2 
(2020): 59-80, 78; Winkler, “Tragic Features,” 202. See also Glenn 
Frankel, The Searchers: The Making of an American Legend (New 
York: Bloomsbury, 2013), 309. 
17 Richard Slotkin, Gunfighter Nation: The Myth of the Frontier in 
Twentieth Century America (Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma 
Press, 1998), 463.  
18 Richard Pippin, Hollywood Westerns and American Myths (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2010).  
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innocent. Their apparent happiness, however, conceals 

deep uncertainty.  

The returned Debbie is confused, and the life of the 

historical Debbie, Cynthia Ann Parker, remained tragic. She 

never fit in with her biological family.19 Those inside ignore 

the violent Ethan, but the wedding scene in The Searchers, 

complete with Bible and white dress, had itself turned 

violent. That violence had fascinated the women, the film’s 

symbols of civilization. Most importantly, we see Laurie, the 

conspicuously literate love interest of Martin, the part-

Cherokee son who had accompanied Ethan. Laurie, upset 

that Martin was leaving her, had praised Ethan’s plan to kill 

Debbie, the “leavin’s of Comanche bucks.” Slotkin 

recognizes that Laurie shows racism poisoning everything 

and everyone, even those whose literacy would otherwise 

suggest a better Texas to come. (Here, we can note the film 

had previously shown the US military, not just Ethan, 

committing atrocities.)20  

 
19 See Frankel, Searchers. 
20 See Matthew Carter, Myth of the Western: New Perspectives on 
Hollywood’s Frontier Narrative (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press, 2014), 105-7.  
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… 

Thus, The Searchers challenges not only images of a “good” 

John Wayne but also the pragmatic use of the redemptive 

violence of disruptive figures. Its portrayal of the uncertain 

Texas-to-be contrasts to the Athenian self-awareness 

displayed in classical tragedy. As Rowan Williams notes, 

Euripides’ tragedies never place the Chorus safely away from 

the tragic action. Nor do they leave disruptive individuals 

like Medea outside the city gates. Instead of fostering an 

unreflective solidarity in “civilized” innocence, Athens 

becomes a city aware of its own fragility and the 

vulnerability of its self-conceptions. Even invocations to 

law and reason, like those of Medea’s oath-breaking (and 

doomed) husband, Jason, and the ruler Creon, can become 

dangerously self-serving.21  

Educators can use John Wayne, in The Searchers, to 

cast out John Wayne, in some of his jingoistic roles, as 

political exemplar. Even if “good” citizens may consider 

themselves tragic pragmatic thinkers, the pragmatic 

 
21 Rowan Williams, The Tragic Imagination (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2016), 21ff.  
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recourse to a demagogue for protection likely reveals self-

serving existential commitments. These commitments, 

even if subdued and concealed and limited to dark times, 

may resemble those of the demagogue. The Searchers invites 

what Dewey and Glaude recognize as self-discovery. After 

all, as Du Mez argues, the evangelical negotiation of Jesus 

and John Wayne reveals that their Jesus had already 

contained quite a bit of John Wayne. This remains so, even 

if he is left outside, silhouetted in a doorway.  

Amidst our crisis of liberal democracy, college 

educators should use The Searchers to help students question 

any reliance on John Wayne-figures, including populist 

leaders. Educators should ask students what the society in 

The Searchers may fail to realize about itself, particularly its 

“savagery” and virulent racism. This society, and now 

perhaps ours, have left violent protectors safely outside—

individual tragic figures, superseded by “civilization”—and 

perhaps kept themselves from self-knowledge. A good 

assignment for civic education amidst crisis would ask 

students to imaginatively write about what happens after 

The Searchers ends. 
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hile the COVID-19 pandemic has led to 

the horrific loss of life around the world, it 

has also magnified problems of civil 

society, as well as defects in our understanding of 

international society. In the past, many assumed that the 

world was globalized, and that people had developed a sense 

of global community. However, national responses to 

COVID-19 have demonstrated that the world is still 

divided, as societies cling to parochial agendas.  

The tension between a globalized vision and 

nationalist thinking is manifested in education systems 

around the world. In China, indoctrination for nationalism 

has been a ruling strategy for the Communist regime, while 

cultivation of students with an international vision has also 

become a core objective of civic education over time (Yan 

2020a). International understanding is thus promoted today 

along with a heavy emphasis on patriotism. Chinese 

students, especially those who go abroad (mostly in 

undergraduate and postgraduate programs), inevitably face 

an ideological tension. Although Chinese international 

W 
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students are imagined to be cosmopolitan in outlook, the 

recent history of society and education in China complicates 

their experience as global citizens considerably.  

The construction of the “international” as “other” to 

China remains central to the construction of “the Chinese 

self” (Müller 2011; Vickers 2009a; Zhao 2004; Gries 2004). 

As Duara (2018, 33) notes, a self-other identity distinction 

is basic to the nation form, since “national people are 

distinguished from other national peoples and cultures that 

are often in competition or opposition to them”. This paper 

considers the importance of the international to Chinese 

self-understanding historically and today. It illustrates some 

of the challenges faced in China for developing a sense of 

global citizenship necessary for cosmopolitan responses to 

global problems. 

 

The World to China 

The premodern Chinese view of the world is known 

through the expression tianxia (all-under-heaven) (Yi 2008; 

Zhao 2009). According to this view, China is at the center 

of the world and the only true civilization. Premodern elites 
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believed that outside of China was the land of the “less 

civilized” or “barbarians”, defined according to their 

geographical distance from China – and thus their 

familiarity with the Chinese/civilized lifestyle (Yi 2008). 

This sense of moral and cultural superiority enabled them to 

assert and maintain control over the population of China 

and legitimize expansion (Vickers 2015; Rowe 1994).  

However, this conviction was challenged by the 

arrival of Western powers following the Opium War 

(1840-1842). The defeat of China and subsequent 

“humiliation” (e.g. “unequal treaties” following its defeat) 

made Chinese elites aware of a new world order of 

competing states (Harrison 2001). China needed to “learn 

from the barbarians”, to become modern and compete with 

others (Zarrow 2012). Since then, struggles to transform 

China into a modern nation-state and the restoration or 

enhancement of its status on the international stage have 

been an overriding goal of the government, whether under 

the leadership of the Republicans, Guomindang, Maoist, or 

post Reform Communist regimes (Vickers, 2009a).  
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The construction of modern national identity in 

China during the early modern period relied on myths of 

common ancestry (Chow 1997; Dikötter 1992). Ideas of 

internationalism and transnationalism (e.g. Communism) 

also gained popularity during the period. However, these 

ideas became less attractive after Japan’s invasion in 1937. 

After defeating the Guomindang in the civil war, the 

Chinese Communist Party (CCP) founded the People’s 

Republic. Under Mao’s leadership, Chinese officials 

combined a vision of Chinese nationalism and Communist 

internationalism that positioned China as “the center of 

world revolution” – a revolutionary version of tianxia 

(Xiang 2009). Despite internationalist rhetoric, however, 

China “closed down” to the outside during the Cultural 

Revolution (1966-1976). Two years after (1978), Deng 

Xiaoping initiated post-Mao reform with “opening up” to 

the outside. While this allowed Chinese people to “see” the 

world again, many were shocked how China lagged behind. 

There was thus a strong interest in rediscovering the world 

among elites, intellectuals, and ordinary people (Xiang 

2009).  
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In the late 1980s, China faced a series of problems 

(e.g. rising inequality and growing corruption) that 

contributed to social instability, culminating in mass 

protests in 1989 and the CCP’s harsh response. At that stage, 

the party condemned “over-Westernization” and relied on 

nationalism (rather than socialism) as its ruling ideology. 

Against this background the CCP increasingly promoted 

patriotism for ideological control and to re-establish 

legitimacy. The Patriotic Education Campaign unfolded 

from 1991-1994 with themes of: 1) China’s special 

characteristics and realities (demonstrating incompatibility 

with Western values); 2) China’s national security and 

defense; and 3) the CCP’s role in saving China from the 

“century of national humiliation” (Vickers 2009b). Along 

with the narrative of humiliation a sense of victimhood is 

promoted wherein foreign imperialist powers still threaten 

China by isolating or attacking China over issues like human 

rights.  

Narratives of humiliation thus framed Chinese 

attitudes towards the West in the last few decades. Over this 

period, many Chinese people became sensitive to foreign 
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criticism, drawing parallels between critique and 

imperialism (Zhao 2004). The angry Chinese students 

protesting in front of the American Embassy in Beijing after 

the Belgrade bombing of 1999 and the spy plane collision of 

2001 say much about changes in the worldview of Chinese 

youth since 1989, when the United States was generally 

praised and admired as a model of democracy (Gries 2004). 

Moreover, the CCP’s legitimacy is underpinned by its 

performance to gain “the rightful place of China on the 

world stage” (Callahan 2004, 214; Zhao 2004, 288-9). This 

was shown in the celebration of the handover of Hong Kong 

from Britain to China in 1997 (Gries 2004). While the 

campaign presented the image of a strong Chinese state 

capable of “redressing past grievances, resisting current and 

future foreign intrusions, and wielding a high degree of 

influence in the international arena”, Chinese people 

(especially students) were called upon to unite around the 

CCP (Zhao 2004, 245; Vickers 2009b, 63). The relationship 

between Chinese citizens and the state is thus defined in 

such a way as to encourage the former to make sacrifices for 
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the latter. This perception is reinforced through curricula 

(Yan 2020a).  

Recently, China has become a major power in the 

global system, economically, politically, militarily, and 

culturally. It has launched a series of international programs, 

taking a new stance on the international stage. In 2013, 

Chinese President Xi Jinping initiated the idea of a 

“Community of Shared Future for Mankind”; under this, the 

government proposed its vision of world order and 

cooperation, combatting “anti-globalization” and nationalist 

movements around the world. It also stressed China’s “active 

participation” in tianxia, frequently referred to in Xi’s 

speeches (Xi 2018). In this version, China will “lead as a 

model” and share “Chinese wisdom” and “Chinese solutions” 

(Xi 2019).  

Although today’s education aims to promote 

international communication and intercultural exchange, 

what students learn from the official curriculum is an 

essentialist understanding of Chinese identity as distinct 

from other cultures or nations (Yan 2020a). Chinese 

identity is conceived as ethnocultural in textbooks and 
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international communication and cooperation take a state-

oriented approach, as students are reminded to prioritize 

national interests when pursuing international cooperation. 

This is unhelpful to building international trust in times of 

common peril, such as the pandemic. This is shown in the 

experience of Fang Fang, who was abused by Chinese 

netizens (especially the young generation) for the English 

publication of her records of Wuhan during lockdown. 

They criticized Fang for being “unpatriotic” and “handing 

knives to enemies” (Yan 2020b). The current education 

system thus makes it difficult for Chinese students to 

understand the complexity of relations between their 

country and the world and their own relationships with 

their state and the world.  

China’s opening up since the 1970s has made it more 

interdependent with other countries and it has benefited 

from links with the world, but students are repeatedly 

warned that the outside world is hostile. The result is “a 

confusion of beliefs and emotions” towards the world 

(Unger 2015, xvii). Chinese students studying abroad are 

ton the frontline of such tensions. The state hopes that they 
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will bring back the skills and international vision needed for 

China’s economic development and rising leadership in 

international affairs. However, many students experience 

difficulties inside and outside of classrooms when studying 

abroad, for example, when discussing China's role in the 

Covid-19 pandemic. While some avoid being drawn into 

such discussions, others become hyper-sensitive and 

combative in relation to criticisms of China (He 2015). In 

many ways, education for “international understanding” in 

China has not prepared Chinese students to have 

meaningful dialogue over issues with others who have a 

different view.1 Possibly, what they learn from this 

experience only reinforces an impression of “a hostile 

international community” towards China.  

 

 
1 Students’ view of the world is not only shaped by schools. 
Family, the internet, and social media also have a significant 
impact. However, the internet and social media in China are 
strictly controlled and censored by the state (Yan 2020a; 
Schneider 2018). As a result, in the digital world Chinese students’ 
access is limited and distorted. 
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Conclusion 

This article focuses on China to illustrate the subtext of 

nationalist ideologies in cultivating international 

understanding. It shows some of the challenges faced by 

Chinese students for developing a sense of global citizenship 

necessary for international collaboration in response to 

global crises. While China is rather distinctive in its way of 

manipulating nationalism in its education system,2 around 

the world political and educational systems are imbued with 

nationalist messages (Jackson 2019). A self-other identity 

distinction is also significant in the United States, and can 

be traced in education, despite the country’s presence on the 

international stage over the last century. Calhoun (2007) 

thus contends that “international” is not “non-national”, as 

the nation-state is still the dominant form of political 

organization around the world. Sugar (1981, 69, cited in 

Unger 2015, xi) also notes “there is no corner on the globe 

 
2 Vickers (forthcoming) points out that interpreting Chinese 
nationalism in a Western frame is rather misleading, since “the 
predominant notions of nationhood, and the role assigned to 
schooling in constructing citizenship [in China], diverge 
significantly from conventional Western models.” 
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where the leaders of the … state do not constantly use all the 

means of communication (in the widest sense) at their 

disposal to foster nationalism”. Education still produces 

national citizens who are expected to put their country’s 

interests first. The pandemic response thus reflects the 

status quo of populist nationalism around the world. To 

build global solidarity and international cooperation, 

educators, researchers, and practitioners must pay attention 

to civic education so that the pandemic can be an 

opportunity to educate students as global citizens. 
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Crisis: From Problem to Opportunity 

ne can’t help but wonder if life is not simply lived 

in a state of permanent crisis. For years now we 

have been hearing about the mental health crisis, 

environmental crisis, financial crisis, political crisis, climate 

crisis and more recently, the global health crisis. Indeed, 

Robert Holton wrote more than thirty years ago that “in the 

contemporary world we are told that ‘crisis’ threatens us on 

all sides”1. In education this goes back even further, with 

Hannah Arendt’s famous essay on The Crisis in Education 

dating back to 1954.  

Yet, there is good reason to not capitulate to a kind of 

crisis malaise or to equate ‘crisis’ with ‘problem’. Gert Biesta 

reminds us about the original meaning of the word ‘crisis’, 

which “is not a state of chaos, but a critical moment or 

turning point that calls for consideration and judgement (in 

Greek: ‘krinein’)”2. It is thus possible to see crisis as an 

 
1 Robert Holton, “The Idea of Crisis in Modern Society,” The British 
Journal of Sociology, 38(4) (1987): 502, doi:10.2307/590914. 
2 Gert Biesta, "Have We Been Paying Attention? Educational 
Anaesthetics in a Time of Crises," Educational Philosophy and 

O 
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opportunity to interrupt the status quo of our personal and 

professional lives, to question what is happening, how we 

ended up here, and consider what kind of responses can be 

made. 

 

‘What Works’ Doesn’t Work  

This view led me to pursue doctoral studies in the field of 

education as a ‘crisis response’ whereby I am exploring how 

approaches to research methods in education can be 

broadened and diversified. What kind of practices can 

researchers, together with practitioners, develop that allow 

for creating opportunities to imagine alternative futures, 

starting from actions in the present? 

The prevalent discourse in education is generally 

based on the assumption that our world can be “governed by 

numbers”3, whereby all of life is reduced into commoditized 

 
Theory, Ahead-of-print (2020): 1, DOI: 
10.1080/00131857.2020.1792612. 
3 Martin Mills, "Educational research that has an impact: ‘Be 
realistic, demand the impossible’," Australian Educational 
Researcher 45 (2018): 573. 
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units of measurements4. This ‘what works’5 logic dominates 

discourses and practices within education at education 

policy level, but also in the practice of schools and in 

education research6. Work is often mirroring and 

articulating7 the state of affairs and its concomitant crises 

rather than creating appropriate responses centred around 

questions about human flourishing and how to live 

responsibly in an increasingly complex world. I suggest that, 

instead of limiting ourselves to critique or problem-solving, 

we need to explore possibilities of developing not only 

alternative ways of doing education (research and practice), 

but alternative ways of living and being.  

 

 
4 Wendy Brown, Undoing the demos: neoliberalism's stealth 
revolution (New York: Zone Books, 2015). 
5 Gert Biesta, Educational research : An unorthodox introduction  
(London: Bloomsbury, 2020). 
6 Gert Biesta, Educational research : An unorthodox introduction  
(London: Bloomsbury, 2020). 
Michael A. Peters and John Freeman-Moir, Edutopias. Bold Visions 
in Education Research (Münster: Sense, 2006). 
7 Kenneth J. Gergen, "From Mirroring to World-Making: Research 
as Future Forming," Journal for the Theory of Social Behaviour 45 
(2015): 287-310. 
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From Methodology to Futures Forming Practice 

When I started conducting fieldwork in my case study 

school, I entered as a researcher to work with a group of 

practitioners (or ‘participants’). However, quickly these 

designations became permeable and we were infiltrating 

each other's roles and spaces in a constructive and organic 

manner. I had no intention of setting a rigid research agenda 

nor of trying to solve a problem. Instead there was a 

growing commitment amongst a small group of people, to 

collaborate and to turn ideas into action. Equally, there was 

a willingness to reflect on the role of education and how we 

could step back from the global education discourse and 

work collaboratively towards change (in education) starting 

from the present. It was in those moments that the 

ethnographic techniques I was applying (observations, 

interviews, making fieldnotes, journaling) were no longer 

merely methodological techniques, but were becoming 

‘shaping practices’.  The ethnographic work evolved from 

methodology to practice, thereby (re)negotiating roles and 

relationships, and ultimately, to actions that entailed visions 

of alternative futures. 
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Punk Ethnography: The Nexus between Punk and 

Anarchy 

Out of these fieldwork experiences emerged punk 

ethnography, an attempt to offer a conceptual framework as 

well as a practical toolkit for researchers and practitioners to 

create alternative futures together, starting from actions in 

the present. It is a practice that applies elements of the punk 

ethos and anarchist philosophy and that makes use of 

ethnographic strategies, offering guidelines to bring 

researchers and practitioners together. Punk ethnography is 

underpinned by values of relationality, interconnectedness 

and solidarity and deliberately wishes to offer an alternative 

to the more neoliberal, evidence-based, and ‘what works’ 

approaches to research and the often large gap between 

research and practice.  

Punk and anarchy, despite being two different 

matters, can be complementary. Broadly speaking, punk 

emphasises resistance, creativity and a Do It Yourself (DIY) 

attitude. Shukaitis adds that punk is committed to “bringing 
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together and enacting other ways to live and be together in 

the world; ways not based on the values of capitalism or 

other forms of social domination and exclusion”8. Anarchy, 

on the other hand, emphasises non-coercive political and 

social organisational structures. An anarchist approach, 

according to Suissa, “does not simply concern ‘blueprints for 

single institutions’, but sees in the very act of restructuring 

human relationships within such institutions (the school, 

the workplace), a creative act of engaging with the 

restructuring of society as a whole”9.  

Punk provides an ethos, or more so, an attitude and 

state of mind that guides a futures forming practice that is 

driven by the idea that education can be a field of social 

change10. Anarchist philosophy adds a non-coercive 

political and organisational dimension to this attitude. 

Despite their Western origin, punk and anarchist 

 
8 Stevphen Shukaitis, “Growing up clichéd,” in Punkademics: The 
basement show in the ivory tower, ed Zack Furness (Brooklyn: 
Autonomedia, 2012), 125-129.  
9 Judith Suissa,  Anarchism and Education: a philosophical 
perspective, (UK: Routledge, 2006). 
10 Judith Suissa,  Anarchism and Education: a philosophical 
perspective, (UK: Routledge, 2006). 
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perspectives can serve small communities of researchers and 

practitioners across cultural contexts. 

 

The Three Practical Components of Punk 

Ethnography 

The punk ethnographic practice is organised around three 

components that work simultaneously: the creation of an 

anarcho-syndicate, the punk ethos, and a postdisciplinary 

approach. 

 

The Creation of an Anarcho-Syndicate 

 

The first component is structured around the creation of an 

anarcho-syndicate, an organisational concept borrowed 

from the anarchist school of thought that emerged from the 

labour movement in the early 1900s11. An anarcho-

syndicate has two important features that allow for direct 

action: small by intention and self-governance, features that 

 
11 Noam Chomsky, “The relevance of anarcho-syndicalism,” 
accessed June, 28, 2021, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h_x0Y3FqkEI. 
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can also be found in Dewey’s approach to democracy as 

participatory and decentralized12. These features are 

opposed to the structure and purpose of large and often 

hierarchical bureaucracies. Educational institutions and the 

work they do are often governed by larger - local, national 

or transnational - bureaucratic organizations. It can be hard 

for schools and universities to escape these bureaucracies. 

Yet the anarcho-syndicate offers a structure that can create 

a space to explore alternatives and allow for bottom-up 

initiatives and different dynamics to emerge.  It is one 

possible way to organise small groups of people in an 

inclusive, non-coercive, participatory manner. 

 

 
12 Wayne Price, “Anarchism and the philosophy of pragmatism”, 
accessed September, 14, 2021, 
https://theanarchistlibrary.org/library/wayne-price-anarchism-
and-the-philosophy-of-pragmatism. 
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The Punk Ethos 

 

The specific elements of the punk ethos I am drawing on are 

bold inventiveness and the DIY approach. The first 

elements, inventiveness and boldness, are expressed in the 

boundary-crossing work, the infiltrations that researchers 

and practitioners are concerned with as part of punk 

ethnography. We are at times performer; at times audience. 

Researchers and practitioners thus need to be comfortable 

with changes of state and discordant role play. We need to 

be willing to acknowledge our own limitations and despite 

these, be bold and inventive. We should be willing to work 

collaboratively, despite the presence of larger bureaucracies. 

The second element of the punk ethos is built around the 

DIY ethos. Punk can create what Moore and Roberts 

describe as a “mobilising structure”13, a space for action and 

creation rather than the often paralysing bureaucratic 

structures. 

 

 
13 Ryan Moore and Michael Roberts, "Do-It-Yourself Mobilization: 
Punk and Social Movements," Mobilization 14 (2009): 275. 
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Postdisciplinary Approach 

 

Postdisciplinarity, according to Sayer, is not just about going 

beyond disciplinary boundaries, but implies “a conception of 

human flourishing”14. In other words, punk ethnography is 

asking us to unlearn and refuse to be limited by the 

restrictions of our professional fields and disciplines. What 

I consider a major challenge is the neoliberal academic 

climate of ‘publish or perish’ whereby academics are forced 

to publish in high stakes, highly specialized journals, usually 

behind paywalls. Research therefore often remains in the 

abstract realms of academe and does not reach practitioners, 

who in turn are not in a position where they can easily 

contribute to, question or critique research. Researchers (as 

well as practitioners) thus need to be willing to cross 

boundaries. Beer refers to the punk attitude as one of 

“breaking with conventions and to move into unfamiliar 

 
14 Andrew Sayer, Why Things Matter to People: Social science, 
Values and Ethical Life, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2011), 245. 
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analytical territory”15 for matters that we consider to be 

worthwhile and important. 

 

Quite a Crowd Indeed 

Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari opened their book A 

Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia with the 

following phrase: “The two of us wrote Anti-Oedipus 

together. Since each of us was several, there was already 

quite a crowd”16. The ‘severals’ of me (the early-career 

researcher and scholar, the philosopher, the inquirer, the 

practitioner, the teacher, the student…) are in constant 

conversation with practitioners, scholars, colleagues... 

Moreover, there is you, the reader, who brings additional 

perspectives, speculations and judgements when 

interpreting and applying punk ethnography, which makes 

it a living, contingent and ever evolving practice. Together 

with our communities and through these engagements, we 

 
15 David Beer, Punk sociology, (UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 59. 
16 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: 
Capitalism and Schizophrenia, (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1980), 3. 
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are capable of imagining alternative futures in the present. 

It is quite a crowd indeed. 

 

More information on www.punkethnography.org. 
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niversities are critical for progress and 

development. With several exceptions where 

research and teaching are politicised and 

monitored by the state, universities conduct rigorous 

independent research to inform decision-making and shape 

policies and praxis and educate next generations of active, 

knowledgeable, and resilient citizens. Universities are also a 

place where freedom of speech is celebrated and where ideas 

flourish. With an increased and emboldened presence and 

visibility of far-right groups on campuses, far-right 

academics promoting scientific racism, and far-right people 

in positions of power in liberal democracies and beyond, 

however, academic independence, diversity, and freedom of 

speech at universities as well as rights and lives of minorities 

on and off campuses are under threat.  

In this reality, it is imperative for universities to 

initiate and increase collaboration with diverse actors and 

stakeholders to communicate robust evidence to enable 

informed and rights-based decision-making and action and 

to leverage collective expertise to build just and peaceful 

U 
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societies. However, as Waks (2019) rightly points out, 

universities tend to operate ‘at great remove from the “real 

life” of the community’ and ‘the pressing problems in the 

“real world”, which leads to the public and professionals not 

caring about and even rejecting university-based research 

and knowledge and embracing antiscientific ideologies. 

Waks maintains that universities should use effective and 

‘concrete communication mechanisms’ to become involved 

in social activity beyond academia and collaborate closely 

with research users such as local communities and beyond 

at the agenda setting, knowledge creation, dissemination, 

and knowledge use stages to ensure that knowledge is used 

as well as is useful and valuable beyond academia.  

In this paper, I highlight the need to reach out to and 

build relationships and trust with a wide range of audiences, 

including activists and the public. In particular, I discuss 

community and public engagement (C&PE) and knowledge 

exchange (KE), which are becoming prominent features in 

academia in the UK (e.g., Sweeney, 2018) and other 

countries (e.g., AUCEA, 2006) to help increase impact, 

value, and benefit of universities to society and to support 
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the efforts of non-academic actors towards justice. C&PE is 

described as utilising a myriad of formal and informal ways 

to create a ‘bridge between the research community and the 

public, community groups, civil society organisations and 

any other groups or communities in the outside world 

where research gains its relevance’ (Wellcome Trust, 2011, 

p. 4). KE is part of C&PE and includes sharing of ideas, 

research, expertise, skills, and experiences between 

universities and external actors and stakeholders to help 

generate real world impact for a mutual benefit of all actors 

involved.  

As a service to society, C&PE and KE are not, what 

Waks (2019), drawing on Dewey, calls ‘a kind of noblesse 

oblige, where scholars came bearing the gift of their superior 

knowledge’. These processes go beyond the promotion of 

research findings or getting community buy-in. It is a two-

way process that involves building collaborative 

relationships that lead to productive partnerships that 

respond to real needs of local communities ‘through 

provision of intellectual leadership in areas of community 

interest and concern, offering university resources and 
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facilities for community use and working with communities 

for mutually productive outcomes’ (AUCEA, 2006). The 

benefits include gaining new insights and ideas, raising 

aspiration, being inspired, learning, acquiring new skills 

(National Coordinating Centre for Public Engagement, 

n/d), influencing public policy, advocacy, and community 

mobilisation, and making community activists more visible 

and outspoken (Wellcome Trust, 2011), with the aims to 

improve communities, enhance human and social capital, 

and support community members in becoming agents of 

change. The Wellcome Trust (2011) in particular stresses 

the need to strengthen critical consciousness of the public 

and academics through C&PE and KE so that we start asking 

hard questions and engage with each other about our beliefs, 

knowledge, and practice.  

Who in the public and the community we engage 

with matters. Different communities – be they geographical 

(e.g., city, neighbourhood), communities of interest (e.g., 

faith groups, online communities), communities of 

circumstance (e.g., groups of people affected by the same 

crisis), communities of supporters (e.g., groups within 



Yulia Nesterova        444	

Dewey Studies                      Vol 5 · No 2 · 2021 

	

organisations) (Cabinet Office, 2011), or identity-based 

communities – have different power dynamics. As when 

doing fieldwork with different communities, for C&PE it is 

critical to understand who represents who in each 

community to reduce bias, include people with differing 

opinions (Wellcome Trust, 2011), and remove barriers to 

meaningful participation, including by supporting and 

providing needed resources to the most disenfranchised and 

vulnerable. It is also important to be mindful of how power 

plays out between academics and different community 

members so that academics do not reinforce it by, for 

example, controlling the whole process.  

It also matters how we engage with the public and 

various communities. First, the model where communities 

are seen and treated as recipients of knowledge has proven 

not to work; it is thus important to approach them as 

partners who can frame and drive the engagement process. 

In particular, the United Nations Brisbane Declaration on 

Community Engagement (2005, henceforth Brisbane 

Declaration) stresses that communities’ aspirations, 

concerns, needs, and values need to be incorporated at all 
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stages from initiation to completion and deliverables and 

that communities should be involved in all stages. The 

Brisbane Declaration thus proposes four core principles of 

C&PE: integrity (openness and honesty about the scope and 

purpose of engagement), inclusion (opportunities for 

diverse values and perspectives to be expressed and heard), 

deliberation (sufficient and credible information for 

dialogue, choice, and decisions, and space to develop 

common understandings), and influence (people have input 

in how they participate, and deliverables reflect their input). 

The caution here is not to fall into the so-called ‘local trap’ 

where it is assumed in leftist academia and activism that the 

local scale – a community – is ‘inherently more democratic 

than other scales’ (Purcell, 2006, p. 1921) at the neglect of 

multi-scalar and structural processes and practices (Cirolia 

& Scheba, 2019).  

Second, the best methods to choose for C&PE are 

those that can be owned by the community, that is, where 

communities help to define goals, scope, and methods of 

research projects. Therefore, creative and participatory 

methodologies are particularly helpful to catalyse discussion 
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and subvert power (Wellcome Trust, 2011). This type of 

engagement often produces other types of outputs in 

addition to academic articles and book chapters, including 

events, reports, policy briefs, virtual exhibitions, data 

visualisation, and others. For KE, while activities academics 

might want to pursue are dependent on the objective, the 

audience, the research project, and the impact they seek to 

have, some relevant examples include events with external 

audiences such as symposia and (arts-based) workshops and 

webinars; communicating timely and accurate scientific 

information to the public by writing blogs and media 

articles, preparing podcasts, bite-size videos, and 

animations; and receiving feedback from communities, 

including through consultations.  

Drawing on Dewey’s work, Waks (2019) offers a 

model of what can be an effective engagement and 

knowledge co-production between universities and other 

(potential) research users. Waks provides an example of a 

collaborative project where through an online platform 

(MOOC) students created communities of inquiry to apply 

scientific knowledge to real-world problems to tackle 
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specific pressing issues. Their work proceeded in three 

stages that can be applied elsewhere to conduct C&PE and 

KE activities: (1) face-to-face research with stakeholders 

outside academia such as interviews and focus groups; (2) 

ideas stage where specific questions are posed to clarify 

problems and map potential solutions; and (3) refinement 

stage where big ideas are broken down and solutions are 

drafted to then be feedbacked and tested with stakeholders.  

A related example is a project1 on youth-led peace I co-led 

with colleagues at the University of Glasgow, funded by the 

Economic and Social Research Council Impact Acceleration 

Account (ESRC IAA). We first conducted research (1), or 

what we called “online consultations”, with young 

peacebuilders from diverse contexts on the challenges they 

face, opportunities open to them, and the work they do to 

build peace in their contexts. Following that, we held an 

online symposium with these youth peacebuilders and 

representatives of international organisations working with 

youth in conflict and post-conflict environments (e.g., 

 
1 More about the first stage of the project can be found here 
https://www.gla.ac.uk/schools/education/research/researchproje
cts/youth-ledpeaceinclusionofyouthinpeaceprocesses/#. 
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UNESCO, UNDP, OSGEY, FCDO, and others) (2). The 

purpose of the symposium was to bring diverse actors 

together to discuss specific questions and issues and to share 

experiences as viewed by different actors. We then prepared 

a technical report based on these discussions (see Ozcelik et 

al., 2021) that outlined challenges, opportunities, and 

recommendations, which was then sent to the participants 

for their feedback and a media article (Nesterova & Ozcelik, 

2021) to promote this co-produced knowledge among other 

research users (3). The current stage includes building on 

several of the recommendations in the report to strengthen 

capacities of diverse actors to more meaningfully and 

effectively engage and work with youth peacebuilders (3), 

with a follow-on grant from ESRC IAA, and developing a 

large research project based on the knowledge and ideas co-

produced with the participants.  

While C&PE approaches help foster relationships 

based on mutual understanding, trust, and respect (Brisbane 

Declaration, 2005) between the public, the third sector, 

activists, and universities to improve decision-making, 

share responsibilities, create more inclusive and just 
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communities, and to provide other socio-economic, 

environmental, and cultural benefits, they may serve two 

other critical objectives. First, improved relationships may 

increase the support and advocacy of non-academic actors 

for evidence-based and science-based decision-making that 

are not overshadowed by extremist propaganda. Second, 

they may lead to support and advocacy for academic 

freedom free from intolerance, hatred, and pseudo-science, 

especially in light of far-right attacks on universities and 

death and rape threats to academics (e.g., Fazackerley, 2020) 

and the misuse of the concept of free speech by the far-right 

to silence anti-fascist critique and continue to propagate 

hatred.  

It is important to conclude by saying that while 

universities need to increase their collaboration with non-

academic actors for collective action and knowledge 

sharing, a lot of work remains to be done on campuses to 

eradicate institutional racism. Racism firmly embedded in 

the structures of our universities opens space for far-right 

groups to gain a foothold on campuses and for far-right 

academics to influence science to justify racist and 
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xenophobic arguments, thus legitimising their views in the 

eyes and minds of the public.  
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n higher education contexts, where the corporate 

university has become a dominant model, academic 

oligarchies collude to promote managerial rule that 

deprives faculty of autonomy and represses freedom of 

teaching, learning and inquiry (Ginsberg 2011; Holligan 

2011). Some researchers point to a growing phenomenon of 

“feudalism” (Wieczorek et al., 2017; Yudkevich 2014). 

Holligan (2011) depicts this development as lord-vassal 

dependencies, fostering tribal thinking, hierarchical 

allegiances, and corporate compliance (Keashly 2021; 

Oleksiyenko 2018). In pursuit of the hegemonic powers 

revered by the global marketplace, the academic oligarchies 

have largely marginalized the humanistic and humanitarian 

purposes of higher education, while also transforming 

academic work into metrics-driven performativity 

(Macfarlane 2021; Oleksiyenko and Jackson 2020). The 

corporate university has colonised academic stories and 

imaginaries, and enhanced human vulnerability – the 

professoriate and students feel increasingly precarious, as 

they succumb to senseless labour demands and feudal loyalty 

I 
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(Oleksiyenko and Tierney 2018). At the same time, the 

discourse of civic duty has shrunk significantly, with many 

campuses being in the grip of an obsession with 

managerially-steered performance targets (Macfarlane 

2021). The corporate university propels a competition fetish 

(Naidoo 2016), depreciates “introversion, quietness, lack of 

self-promotion, and listening” (Jackson 2021); ignores 

vulnerability (Jackson 2018); and celebrates secrecy (Hong 

and Walsh 2009). The “leaderists” of the corporate 

university stifle the voices of those who dare to speak freely 

and resist their abuse (Oleksiyenko 2018).  

The “neo-feudal” academia (Reitz 2017) also puts 

significant emphasis on the “values of positionality,” rather 

than on the “values of learning” (Macfarlane 2019). The 

corporate university objectifies students, while using them 

as cash-cows and presenting them with misguided notions 

of the future (Lomer 2014). Over-inflating the symbolic 

value of prestigious degrees and experiences (Choi and 

Nieminen 2013), universities often overcharge students on 

the basis of the forecasted market value of their prospective 
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jobs. Yet, these universities control neither the labor 

markets, nor the credential values.  

Notwithstanding, enraptured by the corporate 

imaginaries of their career prospects, students typically see 

no other alternative, but to comply with the dominant 

agendas and expectations of the marketeers. For most 

“degree-hunters” (especially those who are affected by the 

emoscapes of global rankings, as explained by Shahjahan et 

al. 2020), what matters most is competing for status goods, 

in spite of the nagging suspicion that these status goods are 

less likely to produce a happy and sustainable future, than 

they are to perpetuate more competition and resentment 

(Naidoo 2016). The corporate university tends to 

discriminate against international students, not just by 

charging higher tuition fees, but by using them as agents of 

“internationalization at home” – thus, extracting double 

value from them as “economic objects” (Lomer 2014; 

Oleksiyenko 2019). Corporate managers often appear to 

care more about utilitarian targets than about equity and 

ethics of internationalisation (Clifford and Montgomery 

2017; Schartner and Cho 2017). Corporatizing faculties and 
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departments are urged to make strategic choices about 

international students on the basis of the hierarchy of 

markets and the purchasing power of elites, who 

increasingly yield to international status anxiety. 

Meanwhile, the commercial internationalisers fail to 

mitigate the lingering problems of inequality, prejudice, 

xenophobia and racism (Oleksiyenko 2018, 2021).  

While the early 2000s discourse of higher education 

projected high hopes about a more democratic world 

resulting from wider access to higher learning, doubts about 

this outcome have grown significantly over the last few 

years. The following questions have been looming larger in 

academic communities: Can the corporate university be a 

meaningful and effective contributor to building a 

democratic future? Can it create constructive learning 

environments, where students and new generations of 

professors can freely exercise their agency for democracy? 

And if not, as the researchers cited above argue, what should 

intellectuals do to reorient the trends and re-shape the aims 

of the university?  
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These questions will remain unanswered, if the 

academic community is unable to uphold a critical 

conversation about the roles and responsibilities of the 

professoriate (Macfarlane, 2013; Oleksiyenko and Ruan, 

2019). Democratic processes are unlikely to unfold in a 

corporatized environment, if professors fail to rigorously 

pursue the reconceptualization of the idea of university; 

reshape governance to challenge neoliberal emoscapes and 

imaginaries of ‘wellbeing’; and de-legitimize and 

disempower feudal allegiances and fiefdoms. To sustain a 

democratic environment, the academic community, and not 

the self-promoting oligarchs alone, should actively discuss 

the emergence of corporate university vices. This discussion 

should focus on liberating academics and students from the 

managerialist discourse, in addition to empowering 

intellectuals to criticize the neoliberal logic. Intellectuals 

should rethink their engagement with markets, which were 

conceptualised by neoliberals as a base for democracy, and 

instead focus more on community service and civic 

engagement (Macfarlane, 2013). The new ethical construct 

of global higher education must result in universities hiring 
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and retaining intellectuals who do not fear to speak openly 

about bullying, despotism, and the leadership failures of the 

corporate university.  

Benchmarking democracy necessitates consciously 

rethinking the university aims, governance, and imaginaries 

of intellectual life, academic activism, and the scholarly 

community. A democratic university should place 

academics and students into the power sharing space, where 

openness, inclusivity, and mutual respect are valued. This 

requires that university leaders encourage the redesign of 

curricula to enable participatory engagement and critical 

inquiry, granting students freedom to learn (Macfarlane, 

2016; Jackson, 2019). In practical terms, meaningful higher 

learning should go beyond competence development (Peters 

et al, 2020).  

Furthermore, for citizenship to be embraced, the 

curricula should provide sufficient focus on social 

responsibilities, including the care of vulnerable and 

marginalized learners (e.g., orphans, low-income children, 

ethnic and racial minorities, etc.). Direct engagement with 

those who turn the corporate bureaucracy’s stomachs (Nisar 
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and Masood, 2020) can provide universities with a moral 

lens through which the learners can better see, or reimagine, 

the human face of poverty, despair, and resistance. Such 

focus may instil a greater sense of self-esteem among 

students, as well as generate more sensitivity toward 

addressing the social misapprehensions that deprive 

refugees, migrants, and the poor of dignity and voice. 

Ultimately, this kind of learning provides the foundation for 

building campuses that “recognise, (re)consider and 

(re)introduce often marginalised, little known, side-lined 

cultural knowledges” (Tesar and Arndt 2017). As our 

commitment to these learning strategies grows, we may 

expect that the influences of the corporate university shrink, 

giving way to a more holistic, purposeful life, grounded in 

charity, dignity, benevolence, and desire for democracy. 
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ewey reminds us that democracy is more than a 

political system: it is a social idea that enables us 

to harmonize our lives. Dewey’s faith in 

democracy as a way to build relationships of trust and 

reciprocity has animated children’s education (K-12) 

internationally, both in nations that provide universal adult 

suffrage and those that do not. The articles in this collection 

respond to the challenges facing liberal democracy today by 

exploring both the causes of this crisis and ways to address 

it through the application of Dewey’s theory in basic 

education (K-12).  

Maura Striano and Giuseppe Spadafora provide 

readers with an overview of Dewey’s theory of education as 

a driving force for social change, and the role that schools 

may play in the cultivation of collective forms of reasoning. 

Striano and Spadafora describe the attack on Capitol Hill as 

a manifestation of distrust for democratic institutions, 

spawned by social and economic policy that has reduced our 

ability to organize ourselves in “collective realities”. They 

D 
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propose making the classroom the location for our 

rediscovery of community, in line with Dewey’s thinking.  

In addition to fostering a sense of community in 

schools to counteract social atomization, in line with Striano 

and Spadafora, Mark Mason argues that teachers should 

provide “education for inclusion”. This approach requires us 

to identify the axes along which goods are differently 

distributed, such as socio-economic status, ethnicity, 

gender, (dis)ability and location. Mason flags up 

international failures of leadership that are fueling 

animosity and social segregation around the world, and 

argues that exclusion is perhaps the greatest threat to liberal 

democracy today.  

Ann Nononymous calls for a different form of 

education altogether: one which teaches children to 

understand how countries outside the US undermine 

democracy both directly, through election interference and 

influence, and indirectly through the use of social media to 

polarize voters and reduce public confidence in fair 

elections. The scale of attack on liberal democracy is, says 

Nononymous, enormous, and is funded by autocracies 



Sophie Ward        472	

Dewey Studies                      Vol 5 · No 2 · 2021 

	

across the globe. Nononymous’ analysis implies that the 

sense of alienation and exclusion identified by Striano and 

Spadafora and Mason is being deliberately cultivated by 

governments who are hostile to democracy.  

According to Jeong-Nam Kim, James Grunig, and 

Patrick Ortez, it is our tendency towards regressive 

problem-solving that makes us vulnerable to the influence 

of politically manipulated social media described by 

Nonymous. Kim et al argue that we filter out information 

against our pre-arrived solution in favour of evidence 

supporting it. This results in the proliferation of 

information bubbles and conspiracy theories that are readily 

exploited by autocracies to undermine our faith in 

democracy. Communication technologies, say Kim et al, 

enable cheap and free communication, but do not establish 

common foundations for people to reason and collaborate 

around social problems. As a result, the communal 

associations posited by Dewey as foundational for successful 

democracy are being undermined globally. To remedy this 

situation, Kim et al advocate education that makes us aware 

of how we are thinking.  
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Suitt, however, identifies a problem with the 

conceptualization of thinking in schools today that risks 

undermining the solution proposed by Kim et al. Drawing 

on Dewey’s critique of the quest for certainty, Suitt says we 

are reluctant to confront problems in our society that might 

be addressed through positive action. Instead, we favour 

dreams of the ideal society over engagement with actual 

social issues, and imagine that these dreams need to be 

safeguarded in our schools. Citing the example of the 

Loudoun County school board’s misgivings over critical 

race theory, Suitt argues that the America Dream can only 

be realized through “collective, intelligent action” that 

confronts and addresses the issue of racism. According to 

Suitt, protecting the “dream” of America as the land of 

opportunity by shutting down debate over systemic racism 

hinders the possibility of social action that might transform 

this dream into reality.  

Michelle Tourbier tells us that, currently, 15 states in 

the US are seeking to ban the teaching of critical race theory 

in schools. Tourbier proposes that educators might draw on 

Dewey’s theory to foster classroom debate on how “flights 
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of fancy” often underpin political beliefs. By encouraging 

children to reflect upon utopias (for example the American 

Dream) and helping learners to imagine more emancipatory 

worlds in place of our own, says Tourbier, educators may 

help address the crisis in liberal democracy by fostering a 

sense of collective agency.  

This task is not likely to be easy. Carla Briffett Aktaş 

and Koon Lin Wong point out that the weakening of our 

tolerance of diversity is making it difficult for educators to 

cultivate the “conjoint communicated experiences” 

advocated by Dewey. To address this problem, Aktaş and 

Wong recommend the application of Nancy Fraser’s (2007) 

social justice theory in classroom settings. This approach 

enables students to practice socially just interactions in 

preparation for their adult life by taking part in curriculum 

planning; working in small groups to promote respectful 

dialogue, and sharing their knowledge. “Shuffling the 

power” in schools in this way, says Aktaş and Wong, may 

permit majority and minority students to connect with their 

schooling.  
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Natalie Shaw goes even further, urging us to rethink 

the concept of school itself in order to free up educational 

possibilities that are currently stifled by the pursuit of 

outcomes, quality standards and “the next ranking of basic 

skills mastery”. Shaw reminds us that “education as it 

currently stands will not save us” from the crisis in liberal 

democracy. If implemented, Shaw’s recommendations 

would result in a profound “shuffling of the power” in 

schools that, she claims, would benefit pupils and society, 

and Shaw invites us to ponder why this is not happening.  

Cara Furman and Cecelia Traugh quote Dewey’s 

belief that a healthy person or culture must be able to grow. 

For students in the US who are perceived to be different, or 

who cannot conform, say Furman and Traugh, this growth 

is being stunted through the inhumane use of “exclusion, 

isolation and physical regulation”. The silencing and 

shunning of alternative voices in schools is an assault on 

democracy, and Furman and Traugh call upon educators to 

resist this violence through the use of Descriptive Inquiry - 

an approach grounded in care for the child. Providing 

examples of problematic classroom behavior, Furman and 
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Traugh demonstrate how educators may develop a humane 

response to children who are “different”.  

A similar interest in the growth of healthy persons 

and culture is evident in Di Wang’s account of the 

implementation of Dewey’s educational theory in schools in 

China. Wang defines democracy after Darhrendorf (2003) 

as the power of the people to achieve change in society 

without violence, and she explores why Dewey’s writings on 

education for democracy are enduringly popular in China. 

According to Wang, child-centredness in the Chinese 

context mainly refers to respecting the child as a whole 

person. Like Traugh, Wang recognizes that the desire for 

conformity may suppress the expression of individuality in 

schools. Nevertheless, Wang argues that by emphasising 

child-centredness in education, it is possible for young 

Chinese citizens to learn to respect each other and resolve 

problems peacefully and creatively.  

Greenhaigh-Spencer compares Dewey, Dennett and 

Halberstam’s theories of failure, arguing that all three 

philosophers ground their conceptions of failure in 

processes of reflection and the creation of a common 
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subjectivity - a “we-ness” that emerges through 

experiencing failure together. Trying and failing, these 

theorists tell us, is part of being human - a hopeful process 

that generates new ways of knowing. Rather than seeing 

failure as a source of shame, educators might help students 

see failure as a source of insight and the driver of evolution. 

The crisis of liberal democracy, says Greenhaigh-Spencer, 

might be fruitfully explored through theories of failure that 

point towards the birth of new ways of knowing and acting 

together.  

Finally, Michael Pritchard gives us cause for 

optimism. Pritchard reminds us that, for Dewey, 

reasonableness - a social disposition in which we are 

responsive to other people’s perspectives – is an important 

virtue. Drawing on the work of Vivian Gussin Paley, 

Pritchard argues that young children start school with a 

capacity for moral inquiry that may be developed through 

reflection on moral problems. The success of Paley’s 

approach offers us hope: if students are helped to cultivate 

their innate capacity for moral reflection, the crisis of liberal 

democracy may be a failure through which we rediscover 
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our capacity for reasonableness, regenerate our sense of 

community, and renew our humanity.  

The authors of this collection of papers on K-12 

education offer guidance on how this capacity for moral 

reflection might be achieved in classrooms around the world 

today. The role of basic education has, it seems, never been 

more vital.  
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Education and Democracy: The Roots of Dewey’s  

Thought 

he relationship between the school, society and 

democracy is central to Dewey’s thought since 

the Chicago years. In that period he created the 

laboratory school and published The School and Society 

(1899, EW, 1), which consists in an account of two years of 

such experimentation, based in the idea that the school must 

be a driving force for social development; to achieve this 

objective, it must necessarily take into account what is 

happening in society, and attempt to build up its democratic 

dimension.  

In Democracy and Education Dewey theorized that 

education grounds the democratic process since it allows 

each individual to develop her/his “embedded powers” and 

at the same time to find the meaning of existence in the 

association of individuals, who come together to build up 

shared values. Every society should ensure that all “its 

members are educated to personal initiative and 

T 



Giuseppe Spadafora and Maura Striano        481	
 

Dewey Studies                      Vol 5 · No 2 · 2021 

	

adaptability”, this because the ideal and moral meaning of 

democracy is that “a social return be demanded from all and 

that opportunity for the development of distinctive 

capacities be afforded all” (1916,MW 9: 94).  

Later, in The Public and Its Problems  (1927, LW, 2) 

Dewey proposed the idea of a democracy that is developed 

bottom-up, starting from the local communities in order to 

build up a “Great Community” that determinates the 

possibility of creating a participatory associate living. In 

order to achieve this objective, it is necessary that public 

opinion should not be “a Phantom Public”, as described by 

Walter Lippman, but an active one, which is able to build 

up a wide social and political awareness.  

In Liberalism and Social Action, Dewey described a 

dimension of democracy which is the outcome of a “genuine 

meaning of intelligence in connection with public opinion, 

sentiment and action” (1935,LW 11:52), combining aware 

public opinion from below and the reconstructive planning 

action of the state from above. Within this framework 

education has a determinant task which is “to aid in 

producing the habits of mind and character, the intellectual 
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and moral patterns”; nonetheless “the educational task 

cannot be accomplished merely by working upon men's 

minds, without action that effects actual change in 

institutions” reconstructed through an intelligent approach 

to social change (LW, 11:45).  

In The Challenge of Democracy to Education (1937) 

Dewey pointed out the educational necessity to cultivate 

collective forms of reflective intelligence that support 

individuals in an exploration of the events occurring in the 

world they live in, focusing on an understanding of the 

cultural, economic, political and social “forces at work” and 

of the “directions and cross directions in which they are 

moving”, and comparing “the consequences they are 

producing” with “the consequences that they might produce 

if they were understood and managed with intelligence” 

(LW 11: 184).  

Moreover, as Dewey writes in Freedom and Culture 

education can cultivate individual and collective moral sense 

taking into account that democracy is first of all a way of 

“personal life” which “provides a moral standard for personal 

conduct” (LW 13: 156).  
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A democratic society is itself educational since it is 

open, inquiring, self-corrective and morally committed to 

individual and social growth. This indeed, as Dewey stated 

in Creative Democracy, the task before us (1939) is the 

ultimate “task before us” and represents the horizon towards 

which we should constantly direct our actions and projects, 

striving for the creation of “a freer and more humane 

experience in which all share and to which all contribute” 

(LW 14: 231). 

 

The Crisis of Democracy: The Concept of Post-

Democracy 

The events which led to the attack on Capitol Hill on 6th 

January 2020 have highlighted how in this particular 

historic moment democracy is a regulative idea which needs 

to be extensively revised in order to become a stable 

reference for the associated living of individuals and 

communities.  

The contemporary political debate can offer us some 

suggestions and hypotheses, which need to be contrasted 
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with the real conditions of individual and collective life at 

the present time.  

It is indisputable that the affirmation of processes of 

institutional deregulation, the limited role function of the 

organizations representing different social categories, the 

reduced capacity of individuals to organize themselves in 

collective realities and the affirmation of private interests 

have all eroded from within the democratic assets.  

As a consequence, even in countries where 

democracy is consolidated in the cultural and political 

experience, a combination of deluded expectations on the 

part of the citizens, a disaffection with political life, the 

distortive influence of the media and a perception of the 

weakness and uncertainty of government actions have 

together determined a deep distrust towards democratic 

institutions (Dalton, 2008;Pharr & Putnam, 2000).  

In this context the paradigm of “post-democracy” 

(Crouch, 2004) which follows the trend of various other 

cultural paradigms that have provided an interpretation of 

contemporary societies (such as post-modern, post-liberal 

and post-ironic) is particularly useful in order to define the 
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complexity of the crisis impacting on the democratic assets. 

“Post-democracy” it is an interpretation and, above all, a 

political vision of an advanced democratic society, which 

highlights its crisis without indicating a clear cultural and 

political direction towards we should tend.  

This vision is based on the fact that there is a hidden 

economic and political power which makes it difficult to 

balance the three powers that determine the construction of 

a parliamentary democracy (Rodotà, 2012). Instead there are 

opposing powers, hidden and visible, within which 

economic, financial and political governing elites legitimate 

economic and social inequalities (Sen, 2010), not realizing 

social and economic redistributive policies to promote a 

more just society.  

Globalization limits the strength of the democratic 

assets, since they are subordinated to supranational 

organizations, to economic, financial and political powers 

and to a multilateral geo-political situation, which makes 

the development of the majority of humanity impossible.  

Various subsequent economic and social problems, 

from the hardship caused by the 2008 financial crisis to the 
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definition of a new paradigm of living, as determined by the 

Covid-19 pandemic, have further increased the difficulties 

of advanced democracies. These difficulties must be 

contextualized also in relation to the new problems of the 

global society: the centrality of digital technology, 

environmental issues and the need for sustainable 

development, human demographic growth with the 

problem of resources redistribution and uncontrolled 

migratory movements.  

Democracy is still here, but it is necessary to restore a 

virtual relationship between the requests coming from the 

people and the plans coming from the government in order 

to reconstruct the social and political reality according to a 

democratic frame of reference. 
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The School and Education Necessary to Counter Post-

Democracy 

From a Deweyan perspective the reconstruction of the 

social order requires an educational project aimed at 

reframing individual and collective behaviors and habits on 

the basis of a deeper understanding of the processes of 

human growth and of the power of human agency.  

For this reason, it is necessary to create a school 

within which each student can develop her/his inner 

powers and, at the same time, discover and express her/his 

particular talents without any negative impact on 

educational standards. As a matter of fact, economic and 

social inequalities, which may be structural and dependent 

on economic development, can be limited and, indeed, 

overcome by means of their reduction within the whole 

school system.  

Moreover, the school should create increasingly 

visible connections with the local communities (who come 

to play a proactive role), sharing educational responsibilities 

with other agents and institutions, interacting with local 
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government, and involving the students’ families in the 

educational processes.  

In this way we could reconstruct “the public” from the 

ground level taking into account the needs and opinions of 

each and every one, articulating and defining the features of 

a democratic social order within which the citizens are 

educated for political engagement and participation not 

only by the educational institutions, but by the civil society 

as a whole (Bahmueller & Patrick, 1999).  

Finally, with the help of the local community the 

school can work on the prevention of conditions of risk, 

channelling and organizing individual capacities towards 

positive ends and supporting each student in the 

development of a meaningful life project, within which 

she/he can play a proactive role and contribute to the 

growth of the community and society.  

According to these pedagogical lines of action - that 

can be adjusted to different anthropological, cultural and 

political situations - the school can sustain the development 

of a democratic process from the ground level, meaningful 

for the cultural, economic and social development of the 
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local community, but also for a more equal global society, 

vital for the future of humanity.  
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he insurrection flagged in the title of this special 

issue refers to an almost surreal attempt by 

supporters of then President Trump to derail the 

certification in January 2021 by the US Congress of the 

election of his successor, Joe Biden.  It could have been 

pantomime theatre, but for the fact that people died.  This 

attempt to undermine the democratic process was one 

manifestation of what has been described as a broader crisis 

in liberal democracy.  What is of more interest to me here – 

for the insights it offers to the central questions of this 

special issue – is another such manifestation, another 

insurrection.  

In mid-July 2021, supporters of South Africa’s former 

President, Jacob Zuma, mounted an insurrection in 

response to his being sent to prison for refusing to appear 

before a commission of inquiry established to investigate 

government corruption during his time as President.  The 

insurrection took the shape most prominently of widely 

generalized looting, primarily in the provinces of KwaZulu 

Natal (Zuma’s heartland) and Gauteng (South Africa’s 

T 
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economic hub).  However, organized attacks on 

communications infrastructure, transport routes and supply 

and distribution networks marked the events as more than 

just looting of shops by the poor.  It was an attempt by 

Zuma’s supporters to weaken the government of Cyril 

Ramaphosa, his successor as President.  South Africa’s post-

Apartheid constitution is hailed as among the most 

progressive in the world in the protections it provides for 

democratic processes, the rule of law, individual liberty, 

respect for the rights of persons and the tolerance of 

diversity.  Yet here was an attempt to undermine democracy 

and the rule of law by members of the political party that 

had swept Nelson Mandela to power just a generation 

before.  

Prior to South Africa’s transition to a non-racial 

democracy in 1994 there were substantial debates among 

some opposition groups about how the Apartheid state and 

its economic, political and social structures were best 

understood.  Liberal – as the term was used in South Africa 

at the time – opposition groups understood these structures 

primarily in terms of race: the governing National Party was 
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committed to the separation of people on the basis of the 

colour of their skin, and this resulted in inhumane 

discrimination against people of colour.  Radical, or left 

wing – as these terms were used in South Africa at the time 

– opposition groups interpreted the structures of Apartheid 

primarily in terms of class: the governing National Party was 

committed ultimately to the preservation of white economic 

and political power and privilege, and Apartheid was not so 

much about horizontal separation between different ethnic 

groups as it was about vertical separation and the creation 

of a reservoir of cheap black labour.  And so liberal 

interpretations of Apartheid were seen by many on the left 

as, to put it politely, unsatisfactory.  Liberalism was not held 

in high regard, given its all too easy association with 

capitalist economic structures, by the left, who understood 

Apartheid in terms of capitalist economic 

structures.  ‘Grand Apartheid’ created ‘homelands’ for South 

Africa’s different ethnic groups, uprooted communities 

from their homes and dumped them in those homelands, 

often hundreds of miles away, on land that was frequently 

too arid to support them, forcing men into taking jobs in 
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mines that were, again, far from their ‘homeland’.  ‘Grand 

Apartheid’ created an education system that was designed, 

through the selective allocation of resources, to fail black 

students early in their school career, so that they had no 

choice but to seek jobs as manual labourers in mines, on 

farms and in factories – means of production held solely in 

white hands.  The left placed its faith in socialist economic 

structures, in a social democracy, decrying liberal democracy 

as something of a sell-out.  

Now, some forty years later, when we see the threats 

to liberal democracy the world over, we’ve realized that the 

liberal democratic principles we might have decried as 

merely justification for exploitative capitalist economies, 

constitute in fact the very air that we breathe – in those 

liberal democracies, anyway.  We’ve always taken for 

granted the individual freedoms and tolerance associated 

with liberalism, the freedom of speech and of the press 

associated with ensuring transparency – so important in 

helping to ensure, in turn, accountability.  We’ve always 

taken for granted the rule of law associated with democracy, 

itself in turn dependent on liberalism’s fundamental 
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principle of individual autonomy and the associated right, 

expressed in the democratic process, to recall abusive, 

corrupt or inept governments.  So the principles 

underpinning a liberal democracy constitute now a sine qua 

non of the kind of society that we seek constantly to build 

and to strengthen, even if in South Africa in the 1980s we 

weren’t that enamoured with the liberal part of that, in our 

focus on a radical, class-based interpretation of Apartheid.  

Now we see, when the institutions of a liberal 

democracy are flouted or absent, what the consequences are: 

342 dead in South Africa’s July 2021 insurrection; a 

pandemic that may have killed more than 18 million so far 

(in the modelling of The Economist) and devastated the lives 

and livelihoods of countless millions more, primarily 

because an initial lack of transparency and an associated 

attempt to hide its outbreak contributed to its spinning out 

of control and spreading globally; governments in Eastern 

Europe hobbling the judiciary’s capacity to review the 

constitutionality of government legislation and action; 

Turkey’s government building an increasingly illiberal state 

and reversing gains in women’s rights; governments in 
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Western Europe moving further to the right to counter the 

rise of populist, nationalist and anti-immigration parties 

whose doctrines are in the end simply racist; Russia’s Putin 

and Belarus’s Lukashenko crushing dissent mercilessly; 

India’s Modi and his Bharatiya Janata Party so committed to 

Hindu nationalism that they allow massively crowded 

Hindu cultural festivals to go ahead and so speed the spread 

of the Covid-19 Delta variant in that country with 

thousands dead as a consequence; and the woeful and 

pernicious consequences – too many to list here – of the 

Trump administration, not just in the USA, but 

globally.  Without the foundational principles of a liberal 

democracy permeating national constitutions, countries are 

set on a slippery slope to right-wing authoritarianism, with 

its threats to the rule of law, its abuse of citizens’ individual 

rights and freedoms, its intolerance of diversity and abuse of 

those who are different, and the blurring of the lines 

separating legislature, executive and judiciary and the 

consequent concentration of power, lack of transparency 

and risk of corruption, ineptitude and abuse.  
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What role can education play in addressing this crisis 

in liberal democracy?  An obvious answer is enhanced 

citizenship education that steeps young people in the 

principles of liberalism and democracy, that enhances their 

commitment to building and protecting societal institutions 

founded in these principles.  I want to argue, however, that 

although education for liberal democracy is essential – 

again, the sine qua non of any citizenship education 

curriculum – stronger responses lie in an education for 

social democracy as well, on top of an education steeped in 

liberalism across the curriculum.  Why?  Because a 

commitment to the principles of social democracy entails a 

commitment to a more equitable distribution of societal 

goods.  Educators need to identify “the axes along which 

educational and other goods are differentially distributed” 

(Mason, 2014, p. 257) – the most common axes being socio-

economic status, ethnicity, gender, (dis)ability and location 

– and to address policy and practice at redress of the unfair 

distribution of goods along these axes.  

Ultimately, a commitment to a more equitable 

distribution of societal goods is what underlies an education 
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for inclusion.  And that is the most substantial educational 

response to the crisis in liberal democracy that I want to 

offer here.  Not stopping at an education committed to 

liberalism and democracy.  Nor at an education committed 

to the principles and practice of social democracy, built on 

and assuming in the first instance the prior values of 

democracy, the rule of law, individual liberty, mutual 

respect and tolerance of difference.  But an education that is 

ultimately committed to inclusion, so that all feel that they 

have a stake in society, and in fact do.  UNESCO sees this as 

so important that it focused its 2020 Global Education 

Monitoring Report on inclusion, titling it Inclusion and 

education: all means all (UNESCO, 2020).  Inclusion is not 

only right and fair.  It is not only one of the strongest 

defences against the corrosion of liberal democracy.  Its 

denial is what in part led to the looting that rocked South 

Africa in July this year.  Yes, it was a faction loyal to Jacob 

Zuma that fomented an insurrection aimed at weakening 

the government of Cyril Ramaphosa.  But the scale of the 

looting that followed probably surprised even the most 

cynical of the insurrectionists.  It should have been no 
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surprise, however, to those who can see the degree of 

exclusion that persists in South Africa, even a quarter 

century after the formal end of Apartheid.  Exclusion is 

probably the greatest threat to liberal democracy.  And 

education for inclusion is the strongest response we have.  

But combatting exclusion is not the work of 

educators alone.  Economic, political and social structures 

need to be changed, along with educational policies and 

practices, to ensure more inclusive societies.  Because time 

is short.  Lines are being drawn across the world, between 

those countries committed to the principles of liberalism 

and democracy, and those governments focused on 

corroding them and arrogating ever greater degrees of 

power to the centre.  And once liberal democracy’s 

corresponding political structures are corroded to collapse, 

they are very difficult to rebuild.  Ensuring the resilience of 

economic, political and social structures founded in 

liberalism and democracy and committed to inclusive 

societies is the task of future citizens.  And educating these 

future citizens for a deep commitment to liberal democracy 

and inclusion is our critical responsibility now. 
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lthough many scholars have examined domestic 

threats to liberal democracy (e.g., voter apathy, 

identity politics, etc.),1 they have largely 

neglected the motivations and mechanisms of foreign 

threats. Whereas successful liberal democracies (e.g. US, 

Japan, Australia) showcase leadership via mutual agreement 

and rule of law, autocracies (e.g., Russia, China, Iran) rely 

more on power (military, economic, etc.) and fear of 

harmful consequences.2 As democracies threaten 

autocracies both domestically (via a competing governing 

system allowing more human rights and capabilities) and 

internationally (via multilateral agreements),3 autocracies 

denigrate democracies. For example, Chinese diplomats 

advocate their governance's greater efficiency and 

 
1 Daniel Hart, and James Youniss. Renewing Democracy in Young 
America. Oxford University Press, 2018: 2. 
2 Daniel Deudney, and G. John Ikenberry, "The myth of the 
autocratic revival: why liberal democracy will prevail," Foreign 
Affairs, January 1, 2009. 
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2009-01-01/myth-
autocratic-revival/ 
3 Hal Brands and Jake Sullivan. "China Has Two Paths to Global 
Domination." Foreign Policy, May 22, 2020. 
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/05/22/china-superpower-two-
paths-global-domination-cold-war/ 

A 
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effectiveness and castigate US democracy as immoral, 

broken, hypocritical, and failing.4 Autocracies also promote 

autocratic rule and anti-democratic parties.5 For example, 

Russian banks lent 36 million euros to Marine Le Pen's far 

right National Party.6 Weakening liberal democracies not 

only hinders their foreign alliances and security policies but 

also increases the attractiveness of geopolitical bargains 

with autocracies.7  

 

 
4 Habets, Ingrid. "Liberal democracy: the threat of counter-
narratives." European View 14, no. 2 (2015): 146. 
5 Lugosi-Schimpf, Nicole, and Lori Thorlakson. "Words that hurt 
democracy: the sticks and stones of anti-democratic discourse in 
Hungary and Germany." In Political Incivility in the Parliamentary, 
Electoral and Media Arena: 34.    
6 Ivo Oliveira, “National Front Seeks Russian Cash for Election 
Fight,” Politico, February 19, 2016, 
https://www.politico.eu/article/le-pen-russia-crimea-putin-
money-bank-national-front-seeks-russian-cash-for-election-fight/; 
David Chazan, “Russia ‘Bought’ Marine Le Pen’s Support Over 
Crimea,” Telegraph, April 4, 2015. 
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/europe/france/11
515835/Russia-bought-Marine-Le-Pens-support-over-Crimea.html 
7 National Intelligence Council, "Foreign Threats to the 2020 US 
Federal Elections," March 16, 2021 
https://www.dni.gov/index.php/newsroom/reports-
publications/reports-publications-2021/item/2192-intelligence-
community-assessment-on-foreign-threats-to-the-2020-u-s-
federal-elections 
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Autocracies' Anti-Democracy Strategies 

Hence, many autocracies undermine liberal democracies 

both directly (election interference and influence) and 

indirectly (reduce public confidence in fair elections and 

polarize voters). In the last decade, autocracies (mostly 

Russia and China) spent over US$300 million to influence 

elections over 100 times in 33 democracies.8 Whereas 

Russia's Internet Research Agency (IRA) created a 

coordinated, digital ecosystem with hidden links among 173 

different groups across Facebook/Instagram, 

Google/YouTube, Twitter, etc., the growth of social media 

enabled poorer foreign countries (e.g., Iran, Lebanon 

Hezbollah, Cuba, Venezuela, and Turkey) to use readily 

accessible, remote, low cost, deniable, scalable, cyber tools 

to influence US elections.9  

Election interference directly harms election officials, 

processes, and outcomes. In 2020, Iran's hackers infiltrated 

US states' election websites, sent spear phishing emails to 

 
8 Josh Rudolph and Thomas Morley, "Covert Foreign Money," 
Alliance for Securing Democracy, August 18, 2020. 
https://securingdemocracy.gmfus.org/covert-foreign-money/ 
9 National Intelligence Council. 



Ann Nonymous        508	
 

Dewey Studies                      Vol 5 · No 2 · 2021 

	

political campaign staff, and issued death threats against US 

election officials.10 Although the US government claims that 

"it would be difficult for a foreign actor to manipulate 

election processes at scale without detection,"11 the US 

electoral college's mostly winner-take-all of state votes 

facilitates effective small-scale election interference. 

Manipulating a few voting machines in four counties 

(Maricopa, Arizona; Gwinnett, Georgia; Douglas, 

Nebraska; Waukesha, Wisconsin) to swing only 32,505 

votes (0.0002 of the 158 million actual votes) in 2020 would 

have made Trump president again.12 Indeed, Russia's IRA 

targeted voters in Arizona, Florida, Michigan, Ohio, and 

Wisconsin.13  

 
10 National Intelligence Council. 
11 Department of Justice and Department of Homeland Security. 
Foreign interference targeting election infrastructure or political 
organization, campaign, or candidate infrastructure related to the 
2020 US Federal Elections. March 2021. 
https://www.justice.gov/opa/press-
release/file/1376761/download 
12 Ballotpedia, "Election results, 2020: Pivot Counties in the 2020 
presidential election," July 21, 2021. 
https://ballotpedia.org/Election_results,_2020:_Pivot_Counties_i
n_the_2020_presidential_election 
13 Young Mie Kim, Jordan Hsu, David Neiman, Colin Kou, Levi 
Bankston, Soo Yun Kim, Richard Heinrich, Robyn Baragwanath, 
and Garvesh Raskutti. "The stealth media? Groups and targets 
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Election influence can suppress votes for undesirable 

political candidates or encourage votes for a preferred 

candidate, often via fraudulent identities. Voter suppression 

can include election boycotts (reject all candidates), 

deception (lie about voting times, locations, or procedures), 

and attacking undesirable candidates; for example, Russia 

hacked and released embarrassing emails of John Podesta 

and of Emmanuel Macron during Hillary Clinton's and 

Macron's presidential candidacies, respectively.14  

Autocracies support strong candidates aligned with 

their interests or outside candidates to weaken their 

strongest opponent; for example Russia supported Trump 

and Bernie Sanders against Hillary Clinton.15 Under 

Vladimir Putin, Yevgeny Prigozhin gave cash, customized 

news media, and soldiers to favored African leaders.16 Also, 

 
behind divisive issue campaigns on Facebook." Political 
Communication 35, no. 4 (2018): 522. 
14 Young Mie Kim, "Uncover: Strategies and Tactics of Russian 
Interference in US Elections." Project Data, September 4, 2018.  
https://journalism.wisc.edu/wp-
content/blogs.dir/41/files/2018/09/Uncover.Kim_.v.5.0905181.pd
f 
15 National Intelligence Council. 
16 Bellingcat, “Putin Chef’s Kisses of Death: Russia’s Shadow 
Army’s State-Run Structure Exposed,” August 14, 2020.  
https://www.bellingcat.com/news/uk-and-
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China co-opted Chinese executives and other leaders in 

foreign countries (e.g., Huang Xiangmo in Australia; Zhang 

Yikun in New Zealand) into its United Front organization to 

bribe/donate to local politicians.17  

In democracies, autocracies' public association with 

their preferred candidates might tarnish the latter's 

reputation and popularity, so autocracies often use third 

parties, fraudulent identities, or covert funding to launder 

their stories.18 Specifically, Russia had Ukrainian legislator 

Andriy Derkach hire a US firm to encourage US officials to 

promote four audio recordings about Joseph Biden's 

allegedly corrupt activities in Ukraine before the 2020 

election. Also, Russia and China buy/fund credible, 

 
europe/2020/08/14/pmc-structure-exposed/; Ilya 
Rozhdestvensky and Roman Badanin, “Master and Chef: How 
Evgeny Prigozhin led the Russian offensive in Africa,” Proekt, 
March 14, 2019. https://jfj.fund/master-and-chef-how-evgeny-
prigozhin-led-the-russian-offensive-in-africa/ 
17 Angus Grigg, “Huang Xiangmo’s big night of gambling,” Financial 
Review, December 12, 2019. 
https://www.afr.com/politics/casino-cash-used-for-huang-s-100-
000-alp-donation-20191212-p53jhz; Anne-Marie Brady, “Magic 
Weapons: China’s political influence activities under Xi Jinping,” 
Washington: Wilson Center, 2017. 
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/article/magic-weapons-chinas-
political-influence-activities-under-xi-jinping 
18 Kim. 
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independent media sources/reporters/freelancers (e.g. pro-

Chinese political spam network Spamouflage Dragon)19 to 

produce/publicize favored election stories (e.g. Trump 

called Haiti and African countries "shithole countries")20 

and censor disfavored ones.21 China alone spends US$10 

billion per year on media to influence foreign audiences, 

including owning and running several news media in sub-

Saharan Africa.22  

As many democracies allow many non-profit or 

religious organizations to spend on politics without 

 
19 Ben Nimmo, Camille Francois, C. Shawn Eib, and Lea Ronzaud. 
"Spamouflage Goes to America." Graphika, last modified August 
(2020). https://graphika.com/reports/spamouflage-dragon-goes-
to-america/ 
20 Nicholas Westcott, "The Trump administration’s Africa policy." 
African Affairs 118, no. 473 (2019): 739. 
21 Department of Homeland Security. "Homeland Threat 
Assessment," October 6, 2020. 
https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/publications/2020_10_0
6_homeland-threat-assessment.pdf; Bradley Hanlon and Thomas 
Morley, “Russia’s Network of Millennial Media,” The Alliance for 
Securing Democracy, February 15, 2019; 
https://securingdemocracy.gmfus.org/russias-network-of-
millennial-media/; Brands & Sullivan, 2020. 
22 Alex Palmer, "The Man Behind China’s Aggressive New Voice," 
New York Times, July 7, 2021. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/07/07/magazine/china-
diplomacy-twitter-zhao-lijian.html; Brands & Sullivan, 2020 
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disclosing their donors,23 Russia, China, Iran, and other 

autocracies buy political ads under false names on their 

social media platforms (e.g., Facebook ad by 

“bernie.2020__”).24 Other covert funding include crypto-

currency payments (e.g., bitcoin)25 and political donations 

under other people's names (straw donors)26 or by bots (donor 

bots).27  

Autocracies also attack election processes (mail-in 

ballots, alleged voting irregularities, biased procedures 

 
23 Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), 
"Germany, Parliamentary Elections, 24 September 2017: Final 
Report," November 27, 2017: 6. 
https://www.osce.org/odihr/elections/germany/358936 
24 Clarissa Ward, Katie Polglase, Sebastian Shukla, Gianluca 
Mezzofiore and Tim Lister, “Russian election meddling is back -- 
via Ghana and Nigeria -- and in your feeds,” CNN, April 11, 2020. 
https://edition.cnn.com/2020/03/12/world/russia-ghana-troll-
farms-2020-ward/index.html; Facebook, “Taking Down More 
Coordinated Inauthentic Behavior,” August 21, 2018. 
https://about.fb.com/news/2018/08/more-coordinated-
inauthentic-behavior/ 
25 Luke O’Brien, “Who Gave Neo-Nazi Publisher Andrew Anglin a 
Large Bitcoin Donation after Charlottesville?” Huff Post, June 12, 
2019. https://www.huffpost.com/entry/andrew-anglin-bitcoin-
mysterious-donor_n_5d011cc6e4b0304a12087e0c; United States 
v. Netyshko, No. 1:18-cr-215 (D.D.C. July 13, 2018) 
26 United States v. Lev Parnas, Igor Fruman, et al., No. 1:19-cr-725 
(S.D.N.Y. October 9, 2019) 
27 Paul Wood, “Andy Khawaja: ‘the whistleblower’,” The 
Spectator, February 24, 2020. 
https://spectatorworld.com/topic/whistleblower-andy-khawaja-
micropayments/ 
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toward mainstream candidates, voter fraud) and results to 

reduce public confidence in them.28 As Trump made false 

claims attacking US democracy during the 2016 and 2020 

elections,29 IRA simply amplified them rather than create 

new attacks.30  

Autocracies also inflame both political extremes of 

democracies to polarize their voters, thereby hindering 

compromises and worsening legislation and governance.31 

With 67% of its ads devoted to race, Russia's IRA targeted 

veterans; rural, working-class whites; and Black Americans, 

spreading messages about racial identity/conflicts (Blue 

Lives Matter vs. Black Lives Matter), immigration 

(especially anti-Muslim), nationalism/patriotism, and gun 

rights.32 Miniaturizing their disinformation campaigns to 

 
28 National Intelligence Council. 
29 Gordon Pennycook and David G. Rand. "Examining false beliefs 
about voter fraud in the wake of the 2020 Presidential Election." 
The Harvard Kennedy School Misinformation Review (2021). 
https://misinforeview.hks.harvard.edu/article/research-note-
examining-false-beliefs-about-voter-fraud-in-the-wake-of-the-
2020-presidential-election 
30 National Intelligence Council. 
31 Chris Zappone, How does Russia meddle in US politics? The 
Sydney Morning Herald. October 27, 2020. 
https://www.smh.com.au/world/north-america/how-does-russia-
meddle-in-us-politics-20201024-p5688e.html 
32 Kim. 
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hide from surveillance, Iran's agents infiltrated private social 

media groups (e.g. WhatsApp, Telegram etc.) of Israeli 

activists and shared polarizing messages to raise doubts and 

mistrust of one another.33 As China collects more social 

media data in other countries (WeChat, TikTok) for its 

artificial intelligence programs, its capacity to learn, predict, 

and manipulate people's voting behaviors improves.34 Deep 

fake artificial intelligence videos, such as Biden and Nancy 

Pelosi apparently slurring their speech, are especially 

troubling.35  

Furthermore, Russia uses an affinitive, right-wing, 

tribal, racially exclusive worldview to attract angry young 

men (skinheads, biker gangs, football/soccer hooligans, etc.) 

and direct their anger against their country's institutions.36 

For example, Russia's paramilitary group Partizan trained 

 
33 Sheera Frenkel, "Iranian Disinformation Effort Went Small to 
Stay Under Big Tech’s Radar," New York Times, June 30, 2021. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/06/30/technology/disinformatio
n-message-apps.html 
34 Brands & Sullivan; Zappone 
35 João Paulo Meneses, "Deepfakes and the 2020 US elections: 
what (did not) happen," arXiv preprint arXiv:2101.09092 (2021). 
36 Michael Carpenter, "Russia Is Co-opting Angry Young Men," The 
Atlantic, August 29, 2018.  
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2018/08/russia-is-co-
opting-angry-young-men/568741/ 
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Swedish neo-Nazis, who bombed a refugee center in 

Gothenburg.37 These recruits are also backdoors to far-

right, anti-democratic, political parties and anti-

establishment politicians.38 For instance, Russia gave 

weapons training to Danish far-right National Front party 

leader Lars Agerbak.39   

 

Democracy Counter-Measures 

Liberal democracies can partially counter these anti-

democratic strategies with stronger regulation, election 

security, transparency and documentation, collaboration, 

and democratic practices, but these solutions require careful 

implementation and can have (unanticipated) drawbacks. 

For example, new laws can ban cryptocurrency donations40 

 
37 Lester Feder, Edgar Mannheimer, Jane Lytvynenko, "These 
Swedish Nazis Trained In Russia Before Bombing A Center For 
Asylum Seekers," BuzzFeed, July 22, 2017. 
38 Carpenter. 
39 Siw Ellen Jakobsen, "Russian right-wing extremists responsible 
for strikingly high level of violence," Science Norway, June 20, 
2014. https://sciencenorway.no/extremists-forskningno-
immigration-policy/russian-right-wing-extremists-responsible-for-
strikingly-high-level-of-violence/1403223 
40 Kim 
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and foreign government ads to influence an election (PAID 

AD Act).41 As cryptocurrency gains wider acceptance and 

transparency however, a ban on cryptocurrency donations 

might become unwieldy and require updates and 

exceptions.42 Also, identifying a foreign government as the 

buyer of an ad targeting a US election is non-trivial.43  

Superior security for election infrastructure and their 

supply chain includes firewalls, timely security patches, 

multifactor authentication, pre–election testing of voting 

equipment, cybersecurity training, and isolation of election-

specific systems.44 Furthermore, redundancy measures like 

backups, auditable ballots, and post-election audits can 

identify vote tampering and reduce the impact of election 

interference.45 Although election scholars generally agree 

on these relatively low-cost measures, persuading all fifty 

states to agree to them requires extensive education and 

 
41 United States Congress, H.R.2135 - PAID AD Act, April 8, 2019. 
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/2135 
42 Garrick Hileman and Michel Rauchs. "Global cryptocurrency 
benchmarking study." Cambridge Centre for Alternative Finance 
33 (2017): 34. 
43 Ward et al. 
44 Department of Justice and Department of Homeland Security. 
45 Department of Justice and Department of Homeland Security. 
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vigilance (e.g., checking for profitable but confidence-

damaging cost-cutting measures by [sub-]contractors).46  

Greater transparency and documentation enhances 

confidence in election results.  Required reporting of all 

foreign contributions/assistance to favored candidates can 

discourage them (SHIELD Act,47 DISCLOSE Act,48 Honest 

Ads Act,49 Anti-Money Laundering Act),50 and required 

reporting of foreign funding of media increases skepticism 

of their objectivity.51 Also, legislators and regulators can 

extend current advertising and reporting rules to digital 

political campaigns.52 Furthermore, improving online 

platforms' identity verification/labeling reduces foreign 

actors’ capacity to create sets of bots or fake users (shell 

 
46 David Evans, and Nathanael Paul. "Election security: Perception 
and reality." IEEE Security & Privacy 2, no. 1 (2004): 27. 
47 Rudolph & Morley; United States Congress, H.R.4617 - SHIELD 
Act, October 8, 2019. https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-
congress/house-bill/4617 
48 United States Congress, S.1147 - DISCLOSE Act, April 11, 2019. 
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/senate-bill/1147 
49 United States Congress, S.1356 - Honest Ads Act, May 7, 2019. 
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/senate-
bill/1356/text 
50 United States Congress, S.Amdt.2198 to S.4049 - AML Act, June 
25, 2020. https://www.congress.gov/amendment/116th-
congress/senate-amendment/2198/text 
51 Rudolph and Morley. 
52 Kim. 
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groups).53 However, political deadlock has largely prevented 

the Federal Election Commission from promptly punishing 

perpetrators of election violations, raising doubts about the 

effectiveness of such laws.54  

Greater sharing of information on malicious / suspicious 

cyber activities and collaboration within and across 

government agencies and political organizations can also 

help reduce these activities, though calculations about the 

harm to political opponents can discourage such 

collaboration.55 Lastly, facilitating democratic practices of 

voting and civil discourse can reduce political polarization, 

though effective measures for doing so are non-trivial.56 

 
53 Kim. 
54 Bradley A. Smith, and Stephen M. Hoersting. "A toothless 
Anaconda: innovation, impotence and overenforcement at the 
federal election commission." Election Law Journal 1, no. 2 (2002): 
145. 
55 Laura Rosenberger. "The ASD Policy Blueprint for Countering 
Authoritarian Interference in Democracies," The Alliance for 
Securing Democracy, June 26, 2018. 
https://www.gmfus.org/publications/asd-policy-blueprint-
countering-authoritarian-interference-democracies 
56 James Fishkin, Alice Siu, Larry Diamond, and Norman Bradburn. 
"Is deliberation an antidote to extreme partisan polarization? 
Reflections on America in One Room." (2020). 
https://cdd.stanford.edu/2020/is-deliberation-an-antidote-to-
extreme-partisan-polarization-reflections-on-america-in-one-
room/ 



Ann Nonymous        519	
 

Dewey Studies                      Vol 5 · No 2 · 2021 

	

Also, too few primary or secondary schools teach about 

countries outside the US to understand how they affect 

democracy (and many areas of politics, economics, etc.), so 

more instruction involving foreign countries across 

academic subjects is critical in our era of globalization.57 

Such instruction can range from lesson-specific changes 

(e.g., a mathematics problem of computing and comparing 

the annual growth rates of the US, Russia, and China) to 

systemic curriculum changes (e.g., a required global 

education course). Building on this global education, 

transdisciplinary research across political science, 

communication, law, psychology, sociology, and artificial 

intelligence enhances understanding of foreign countries' 

anti-democracy efforts to inform development and 

implementation of suitable counter-measures. 

 

 
57 Anatoli Rapoport, "Facing the challenge: Obstacles to global and 
global citizenship education in US schools." In Nation-building and 
history education in a global culture, Springer, Dordrecht, 2015: 
155. 
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I must find a truth that is true for me. 

- Søren Kierkegaard 

 

ohn Dewey (1927) eloquently espoused the merits of 

democracy in his major political work, The Public and Its 

Problems.
 

 While democracy is somewhat flawed, Dewey 

noted that it was the most practicable and sustainable means 

to accomplish public interests. He was optimistic.  

However, that optimism came with limits. Dewey 

postulated three requisite conditions for successful 

democracy: education; effective, uncensored 

communication; and non-abstract, localized communal 

associations (i.e., communities) among citizens. Nearly a 

century has passed since the publication of Dewey’s writing, 

and liberal democracy is more threatened than ever despite 

massive democratizing forces. People are better-educated, 

but harbor the same amounts of bias and bigotry. 

Communication technologies enable cheaper information 

transmission and freer communal interactions. However, 

J 
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they don’t establish common foundations for citizens and 

publics to reason and collaborate around social problems.  

The arrival of mandated education, effective 

communication technologies (ICTs), and accessible virtual 

communities seem to be close to what Dewey envisioned 

but have not resulted in what he foresaw. The supposed 

requisites for liberal democracy have become the very things 

which endanger it. If that is the case, what avenues, if any, 

might fix the problem? What theoretical frameworks might 

help Dewey’s requisite conditions better support democracy 

among publics?  

We believe that widespread education, increased 

communication, and mushrooming localized interactions 

alone are insufficient. Individual citizens are often 

communal in their own online communities, but it does not 

heap up to democracy. The modes of cognitive and 

communicative actions among publics must be understood 

to put the three requisites into proper work for democracy.  
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Cognitive Modus Operandi of Lay Publics 

Kim and Grunig (2021) present a theoretical framework to 

explain how lay publics can develop prolonged and ever-

increasing conviction in erroneous or conspiratorial beliefs. 

This framework elaborates on the differences between two 

types of problem-solving: progressive and retrogressive. 

The former, which uses available evidence to determine a 

reasonable conclusion, has been extensively researched and 

is often considered the most rational form of thought. 

However, it is the latter which this research examines most 

closely. 

 

Figure 1. Cognitive approaches in problem solving. 
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Retrogressive problem-solving uses available evidence to 

support a pre-arrived conclusion. Counterintuitively, this 

model suggests that it could be equally rational in problem 

solving, only easier to misapply.  

Retrogressive problem-solving could be a shortcut 

for the brain. Earlier research has described rational thought 

as a sequence of steps, including detecting a problem, 

constructing possible solutions, selecting the best solution, 

and putting it into action.  

However, this sequence is taxing to use for every 

single scenario. Why invent a dozen ways to move a log if 

you already know how to move a boulder? Retrogressive 

problem-solving borrows solutions from similar problems 

and allows the problem-solver to skip most of the decision-

making process.  

This leads to the question: how does it get so harshly 

misapplied? This research suggests a number of reasons that 

retrogressive problem-solving might cause problems in 

human behavior. One issue with retrogressive problem-

solving is that it can become extended and effortful when 

the problem solver is preoccupied with sunk costs. Sunk 
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costs, in short, are the time and energy one has already 

invested in implementing a solution.  

Unlike progressive problem-solving, retrogressive 

problem-solving has a solution at the start. This means that 

if the solution turns out to be unworkable, we have wasted 

time and energy thinking about it—a sunk cost. In order to 

prevent this, we will seek as much information as possible 

justifying that solution. We look for similarities between 

the present problem and similar problems in the past. We 

look for how a solution works rather than if it works.  

This is where the availability of information plays an 

enormous role. When we use extended, effortful 

retrogressive thinking, we filter out information against our 

pre-arrived solution in favor of evidence supporting it. In 

doing so, we also transfer our certainty regarding the past 

problem to our certainty regarding the present problem. In 

other words, we gain more confidence from each piece of 

evidence supporting our solution than we lose from each 

piece against it. 
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Scientific versus Lay Epistemics in Cognitive 

Retrogression in Problem Solving 

Cognitive retrogression in problem solving is not 

necessarily evil. Scientific epistemic thinking makes great 

use of prior problem-solving experiences. Scientists 

frequently deploy “conclusions” drawn from previous 

empirical research (e.g., literature) and establish untested 

but likely conclusions from experiential, factual referent 

criteria. In contrast, lay epistemics tend to rely on 

improvised, often desired premises. That is, lay citizens 

frequently draw “conclusions” from expectational, affective 

referent criteria -- desired states such as wishful thinking 

that establish a sense of “normalcy” to unfamiliar problems.  

Retractability also plays a key role. If problem solvers retract 

their preset conclusion (expectation) after encountering 

evidence to the contrary, retrogressive problem solving 

doesn’t hurt. It was a reasonable investment. However, for 

lay problem solvers, this is not always easy. When faced 

with evidence that it is time to switch to a different solution 

or a different method of problem solving, the motivation of 
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many lay problem solvers to prove their first conclusion 

only increases.  

 

An Internal Enemy to Democracy: 

Cognitive Arrest, Epistemic Inertia, and Close-

Mindedness in Problem Solving 

All of these factors, cognitive direction, expectational 

referent criterion, and fixation about sunk cost, are 

conducive to the phenomenon of “cognitive arrest.” In this 

process, a person becomes trapped by a pre-arrived 

conclusion. That person seeks information validating the 

conclusion--or optimizing its implementation--and gains 

confidence each time she or he finds such information. The 

person gains momentum, circling around the conclusion, 

reinforcing it and ignoring evidence to the contrary--not 

intentionally but through a conclusion-favoring sense of 

relevance and reliability. The abundance of information 

only makes this process easier. 
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Figure 2. Cognitive arrest to epistemic inertia.  

 

This is the kind of thinking that generates wild conspiracies 

and tightly-woven information bubbles. This research 

describes it as a defensive mechanism to preserve the energy 

which one has already spent. However, conspiratorial 

thinking has its own momentum, making the problem-

solver more likely to favor conspiratorial conclusions in 

future.  

To use a relevant example, claims of voter fraud in 

the 2020 United States presidential election have incited 

violent insurrection and brought certain branches of 
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government to a standstill. Such claims are not new. Much 

of the contrary evidence comes from tightened regulations 

and investigatory findings after the 2008 and 2016 

presidential elections. However, the credibility of United 

States government institutions has become a point of 

contention between political parties. Perhaps certain 

conditions of the election mirror perceived conditions of 

voter fraud in other historical moments, or perhaps election 

fraud is preferable to a reality in which one’s favored 

candidate lost. However, the initial reason for the belief 

quickly becomes irrelevant. As evidence of vote accuracy 

increases, fraud-theorists become more vocal. Individuals 

might conflate personable sources with reliable sources, or 

memorable incidents with representative ones. They might 

withdraw from communities who ridicule their theories, 

reducing their exposure to evidence that could change their 

thinking. They might seek flaws in widely accepted 

scientific and factual sources, until the only believable 

sources of information are those which support their 

personally validated positions. It is when all of these events 
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come together that conspiratorial thinking takes hold -- that 

all questioning stops and cognitive arrest begins. 

Figure 3. An emerging self-sealing from cognitive arrest. 

 

Cognitive Prison Break 

Today’s world is filled with seemingly irrational arguments 

and outlandish conspiracies. This seems counterintuitive, 

given the information we have at our disposal. So how do 

we escape cognitive arrest? Research shows it’s more easily 

said than done. Psychological studies have suggested that 
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many of our decisions are made after the action they 

encourage. We might reach for a glass of water before 

deciding to drink it. That’s not to say that our decision-

making has no bearing. We can certainly stop ourselves if, 

say, the water is poisoned. But retrogressive reasoning 

happens all the time in our brains. In order to not miss any 

easy solutions, it may be our cognitive default.  

This theoretical model does not offer an easy answer 

to the issue. Yet it helps us know that the availability of 

information has done little to combat it. What may be more 

important is an emphasis on self-conscious, effortful 

reasoning and attention to clear, intentional 

communication. Neither evidence nor argument seems 

effective in reducing cognitive arrest, so we need to rethink 

traditional strategies in education or communication with 

attention to both directions of human thought.  

Genuine problem solving begins with identifying a 

problem’s causes. The failure of liberal democracy in 

digitally networked society is the result of lay publics’ 

cognitive retrogression. Strong motivations, expectational 

referent criteria, and fixation on sunk costs wheel publics 
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down a slippery slope of close-mindedness. Dewey’s three 

requisites of sustainable liberal democracy--education, 

communication, and communal interaction among lay 

publics--can only work when individuals, groups, and social 

institutions guard against cognitive arrest. Therefore, 

saving liberal democracy requires effortful self-reflection 

and group-conversation that recognize the direction of our 

cognitive and communicative actions. If we want to prevent 

further violence and discord in the democratic world, we 

can pave the way forward by encouraging awareness of our 

own thinking and the use of targeted communicative 

actions learned through education for problem-solving 

literacy.  

Dewey in fact hinted at these solutions. With ICTs 

and enabled virtual localities beyond physical boundaries, 

we can circulate, trespass, and commingle our ideas and 

formulate as many publics as there are problems. Such 

communicative interactions, often loud and with intolerable 

felt difficulties, elicit problem recognition about the 

retrogressive mode of cognitive and communicative actions. 
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Such settings create meta-communication and meta-

cognition of problem-solving. 

 



Kim, Grunig, and Ortez        552	
 

Dewey Studies                      Vol 5 · No 2 · 2021 

	

References 

 

Dewey, John. "The Public and Its Problems (Denver, Alan 

Swallow)." (1927). 

 

Dewey, John. “How We Think: A Restatement of the Relation of 

Reflective Thinking to the Educative Process.” Boston, New 

York [etc.]: D.C. Heath and company, (1933). 

 

Kim, Jeong-Nam, and James E. Grunig. "Lost in informational 

paradise: Cognitive arrest to epistemic inertia in problem 

solving." American Behavioral Scientist 65, no. 2 (2021): 213-

242. 

 

Libet, Benjamin, Curtis A. Gleason, Elwood W. Wright, and 

Dennis K. Pearl. "Time of conscious intention to act in 

relation to onset of cerebral activity (readiness-potential)." 

In Neurophysiology of consciousness, pp. 249-268. Birkhäuser, 

Boston, MA, 1993. 

 



Kim, Grunig, and Ortez        553	
 

Dewey Studies                      Vol 5 · No 2 · 2021 

	

Obhi, Sukhvinder S., and Patrick Haggard. "Free Will and Free 

Won't: Motor activity in the brain precedes our awareness 

of the intention to move, so how is it that we perceive 

control?." American Scientist 92, no. 4 (2004): 358-365. 



	

	
	
	
 

 
QUESTING FOR 

CERTAINTY IN AMERICA’S 

FOREVER CULTURE WAR 
 

CANAAN SUITT 

William and Mary Law School 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Volume 5 · Number 2 · 2021 · Pages 554 - 563 



Canaan Suitt        555	
 

Dewey Studies                      Vol 5 · No 2 · 2021 

	

 

n The Quest for Certainty (1929), John Dewey interprets 

the history of traditional philosophy as a series of 

attempts to attain security in “a world of hazards” by 

cordoning off a higher realm of Being where truth and 

values are eternally secure, a realm impervious to the 

contingencies of existence and accessible through 

Knowledge. This realm is alluring because human action 

aimed at attaining security – through the development of 

arts, technologies, and the state – is, like the world such 

action aims to remake, riddled with hazards. Proposed 

solutions fail or, if they are successful, merely help set the 

stage for yet new hazards that demand new solutions. Given 

the apparent futility of attaining security through action, 

traditional philosophy sought security through knowledge 

of a higher realm.  

The resulting dichotomy between action and 

knowledge, with its relocation of values from the world of 

experience to a realm of Being, might seem the height of 

wisdom given the precariousness of the former – yet Dewey 

eloquently uncovers its poignant irony:  

I 
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The thing which concerns all of us as human beings 

is precisely the greatest attainable security of values 

in concrete existence. The thought that the values 

which are unstable and wavering in the world in 

which we live are eternally secure in a higher realm 

(which reason demonstrates but which we cannot 

experience), that all the goods which are defeated 

here are triumphant there, may give consolation to 

the depressed. But it does not change the existential 

situation in the least. The separation that has been 

instituted between theory and practice, with its 

consequent substitution of cognitive quest for 

absolute assurance for practical endeavor to make the 

existence of good more secure in experience, has had 

the effect of distracting attention and diverting 

energy from a task whose performance would yield 

definite results.  

 

Dewey is deeply sympathetic to the human need for 

certainty in the face of existential insecurity. Far from being 

dismissive of this predicament, it is Dewey’s recognition of 
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it that fuels his disdain for traditional philosophy’s 

dichotomy between theory and practice with its resulting 

pie-in-the-sky dogmatism that gives the appearance of 

security while actually failing to secure anything of human 

interest. Not only has the quest for certainty provided false 

security, it has historically undercut the only means of 

improvement in the real world: constructive human action.  

Dewey’s insights on the irony of the quest for 

certainty are helpful for thinking about the current “history 

wars” in the United States – the newest front in America’s 

forever culture war whose signal is the name of a once 

obscure legal academic field, Critical Race Theory (CRT). 

Before considering Dewey’s insights, it is worth first asking: 

What is CRT? While self-identified CRT scholars do not 

subscribe to a “canonical set of doctrines or methodologies,” 

they generally “[challenge] the ways in which race and racial 

power are constructed and represented in American legal 

culture and, more generally, in American society as a whole” 

by first understanding how a legal regime of white 

supremacy has been historically created and maintained in 

America and then striving to change that legal regime. But, 
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describing CRT as a scholarly field dating from the 1970s 

does not capture what it has come to mean in current 

controversies. For despite CRT’s lack of doctrinal or 

methodological uniformity, and despite its complexity, it 

has become for its critics a “catchall target for opposition to 

equity efforts, affirmative action and ‘wokeness’ in 

general.” Additionally, for its critics CRT means hostility “to 

white people” and America – hence, being anti-CRT means 

being patriotic. As Florida Governor Ron DeSantis put it, 

“Teaching kids to hate their country and to hate each other 

is not worth one red cent of taxpayer money.” The 

widespread view that CRT teaches race essentialism or that 

its purpose is to instill hatred of white people and anti-

Americanism is based on disinformation and distortion, 

spread in part by the fulminations of politicians like 

DeSantis. Indeed, CRT has come to be defined by its 

opponents. This is an issue about which Dewey, in The 

Public and its Problems, also has insight – as when he talks 

about a handful of political bosses who “know what they are 

about” shaping the views and activities of the uninformed 

public the way they desire.  
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So much for CRT as an academic discipline and as a 

political catchphrase. In what follows, it is the latter 

meaning I have in mind, as weaponized in the current 

controversy. Now for the Deweyan insights, which will 

come to light by considering a recent Washington Post profile 

of the Loudon County, Virginia school district, where a 

bitter dispute over teaching CRT – erupting in a raucous 

June 2021 schoolboard meeting – presents a helpful 

microcosm of the national controversy. Among those 

interviewed was Emily Curtis, “a White Loudoun resident 

and a longtime Democrat.” Curtis, 52 years old, “disputed 

the idea that the people upset about critical race theory are 

all conservative,” pointing to her own reservations. It is 

important to note that, in fact, CRT is not taught in 

Loudon’s schools, nor has it been proposed to introduce 

CRT to the curriculum – as the set of anti-American dogmas 

alleged by the anti-CRT Loudon protestors, nor even as a 

viewpoint in discussions of race in America. 

Acknowledging this fact, Curtis nevertheless said that “she 

finds it deeply worrying that the school system is using 

‘overlapping vocabulary’ — including terms such as white 
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supremacy and systemic racism — which she believes is 

shaping the learning environment.” Curtis’s fear is that 

“these ideas will trickle through to the classroom, dividing 

children into racial groups and teaching them that their race 

decides their fate.” Curtis expressed her core concern with 

CRT in a rhetorical question: “To get a worldview for little 

kids that the world is built of these giant, systemic, 

impossible-to-overcome barriers based on the color of your 

skin? Kids should be learning to dream without barriers.”  

Curtis’s view of CRT, according to which it 

dogmatically propounds race determinism, is in line with 

the propagandized interpretation of CRT explained above. 

What Curtis adds is the idea that schools ought to be 

teaching children to “dream without barriers.” Of course, 

one might have thought that confronting America’s history 

of racist barriers, including how others have fought them, is 

important for inspiring students to pursue a better society. 

But Curtis, buying into reactionary views of CRT, 

establishes a dichotomy between addressing this history and 

imagining a hopeful future. Through this dichotomy, Curtis 

evokes an idealized version of the American Dream, 
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according to which America is a land of boundless 

opportunity. Kids should not be challenged with views that 

might complicate this ideal. Instead, they should be led to 

believe that the stage is already set for their success if they 

will but pursue it. There is something admirable in Curtis’s 

proposal: the vision of an equal, open America where all kids 

have the opportunity and wherewithal to achieve their 

dreams. The problem lurks in the implication that this ideal 

country already exists antecedently, rather than being 

something that is only achieved and maintained through 

human endeavor.  

In a Deweyan framework, the American Dream 

envisioned here is an example of an ideal that, by being 

separated from the world of experience in order to better 

secure it, is actually undermined. The reality of the 

American Dream might be pleasing to imagine, but will the 

kind of democratic society worthy of patriotism be achieved 

by rhetorically positing an ideal America – or, for example, 

by implementing progressive policies? The upshot of 

Dewey’s interpretation of traditional philosophy as a quest 

for certainty is that the dichotomy between knowing and 
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doing must be dropped so that human values, such as the 

American Dream, can actually be secured through 

collective, intelligent action. Importantly, part of directing 

action by intelligence in social policy would include 

understanding the role of racism in American law and 

politics so as to overcome them – making these topics 

worthy of consideration in patriotic American schools. The 

alternative of believing that the American Dream is secure 

or real because it can be accessed through contemplative 

knowledge – or dreams – is a false security.  

As noted, in Loudoun, the school board’s efforts have 

not been to indoctrinate students with CRT, but to reverse 

policies that demonstrably imperiled Black and Hispanic 

students’ progress, while enacting other policies that would 

help these students. By Deweyan lights, this is the right sort 

of initiative – for kids to dream without barriers, it is better 

to take practical actions to eliminate those barriers than to 

complacently encourage youngsters to think big and dream 

away their adverse situation. Once efforts are focused on 

improving existing circumstances, deliberation is needed to 

ensure the best course of action is taken. To actually secure 
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the values we cherish, to make them a reality, including the 

“American Dream,” Dewey advises that we drop the 

dichotomy between ideal and action, theory and practice, 

since only through the action we take together can our 

values be secured. 
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emocracy around the world is increasingly seen 

to be “in crisis”. This crisis is typically 

exemplified through growing distrust in 

democratic processes, distrust in traditional gatekeepers of 

knowledge, increased support for authoritarian solutions, 

suspicion of those who are culturally ‘other’, the troubling 

of truth, and rising populism. Consequently, educators are 

increasingly asked to respond to the crisis. However, the 

question is whether we are truly experiencing a crisis of 

liberal democracy or whether it is in fact a crisis of multiple 

and proliferating ‘hidden utopias’ which is to blame? I 

propose that recognising ‘hidden utopias’ and the role they 

play in political conflict can provide scholars and educators 

a new way of responding to this ‘crisis’ in liberal democracy.  

Dewey once sought to imagine what schools might 

look like in Utopia. He radically suggested that, “the most 

utopian thing in Utopia is that there are no schools” (Dewey, 

1933). In Dewey’s utopia, children would simply gather 

together with more mature people in gardens, orchards, 

greenhouses, workshops, historic museums and scientific 

D 
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laboratories to learn. Teachers would need to be, “married 

persons and, except in exceptional cases, have had children 

of their own” (para. 5). Focus would be on creating those 

things which could be enjoyed immediately. The emphasis 

would be on developing the child’s capacities as opposed to 

merely acquiring knowledge. The only attitudes promoted 

would be the, “elimination of fear, of embarrassment, of 

constraint, of self-consciousness” (para. 22). External 

attainments and learning outcomes would be thrown out 

and learners would be eager to seek out problems to solve.  

Dewey’s utopia reveals an ardent faith in a child’s 

natural capacity to learn given the right environmental 

circumstances. In this vision, education is harnessed to solve 

problems and engage in projects meaningful to learners, 

rather than teaching to outcomes determined in advance by 

society. Yet, there are also features in this vision which 

might be viewed as vulnerable to totalitarianism. For 

example, school and family life are effectively blended into 

society, giving society more power over children than some 

families might find comfortable. Also, who is to say that 

being married or having children makes a person a better 
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educator? Some might question whether it is truly desirable 

to eliminate fear since fear is sometimes appropriate and can 

be a potent motivator for action. Yet, while potentially 

problematic, by making his utopia explicit, Dewey calls on 

listeners to imagine education differently while making it 

possible to critique this vision.  

The great dilemma is that every utopia is 

fundamentally self-contradictory and harbours a darker side 

(Kolakowski, 1982). Indeed, one person’s utopia is often 

another’s dystopia. For Bertrand de Jouvenel, tyranny 

resides within the, “womb of every utopia” (2011 p.10). Sir 

Thomas More, first coined the term in 1516 to depict an 

island paradise where all households had a say in politics and 

both men and women had enough leisure to pursue a life of 

the mind (More, 2012). However, there was no room for 

privacy or individuality and slaves were accepted as a labour 

force. More recently, utopia has been described as:  

…always located elsewhere, in another place, in a past 

golden age, or in an anticipated future, a future often 

based on the idea of a past golden age from which 

something lost needs to be recovered or rebuilt. 
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However, while utopia is never located in the present 

it is always a product of the present, a present that is 

in some way at odds with itself. (Karkov, 2020 p.27) 

The author traces how the idea of an Anglo-Saxon legacy 

came to be mythologized and historically constructed in the 

imagined idea of the English nation, language and culture. It 

is what Bauman describes as a “Retrotopia” (2017) and it can 

be seen at play in the discourse of ideas surrounding “creedal 

identities” like those in Trump’s promise to Make America 

Great Again, the UK’s education policy of Fundamental 

British Values and even in Fukuyama’s polemic against 

identity politics (Ward, 2020; Fukuyama, 2019).  

Hidden utopias might not at first be recognized as 

utopias. However, they can be recognised in the discourses 

which promise a better world. Being implicit, hidden 

utopias are rarely subjected to critical reflection. These are 

the worlds we secretly wish for and the spaces we escape to 

in our private moments to seek refuge from the present. We 

might construct these worlds by ourselves and for ourselves. 

More often than not, these are worlds constructed for us by 
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others, and which are internalised and embraced as 

imperfect ideas rather than as fully formed ideologies.  

Moyn (2010) argues that human rights is the, “Last 

Utopia” for cosmopolitans. Similarly, those who 

participated in the Black Lives Matter movement in the 

summer of 2020 were united in Martin Luther King’s 

utopian ideal, that one day America might be a nation where 

a child would, “not be judged by the colour of their skin but 

by the content of their character”. However, since these 

events, a counter-utopia has emerged where racism is 

imagined to be no longer a problem, while the discourse of 

racism is. At present, 15 states are seeking to ban the 

teaching of critical race theory in the US (Wong, 2021). In 

this ‘hidden’ utopia, critical race theory and the New York 

Time’s 1619 projects are depicted as nefarious forces against 

the dream of a neoliberal meritocracy.  

In the capitol riots on 6 of January, 2021 multiple 

utopian discourses could be seen converging in support of 

Trump’s claims that the election had been stolen. The ‘Proud 

Boys’ promote the dream of a genetically engineered white 

ethno-state (Stern, 2020 p.9). QAnon supporters believe 
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that Trump is in a secret battle against the ‘deep state’, 

paedophile rings and Satan worshipers which will lead to a 

“Great Awakening”: a time when the masses will apparently 

come to realize the truth of these beliefs (Forest, 2021). Also 

in attendance, were a growing group of Christian 

evangelical supporters who proclaim that Trump’s win was 

the will of God and the beginning of a new age of religious 

conservatism (Christerson, 2021).  

Beyond these events, Hegghammer notes how Jihadi 

recruits have been lured through promises of an Islamic 

Utopia (p. xi). Since the pandemic an anti-vax utopia has 

emerged in full force promoting natural remedies in lieu of 

vaccination. Lucia observes that while this movement draws 

inspiration from indigenous and Indic religions, adherents 

tend to implicitly imagine their own form of “White Utopia” 

(Lucia, 2020).  

Foucault would observe that such discourses can 

function as a form of power by tapping into desires and 

working to shape identities linked to those desires (de 

Beistegui, 2016)(Foucault, 2008). Yilmaz & Morieson 

observe that populists effectively help foment identities by 
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borrowing from religious discourse. Accordingly, religious 

populists promise “paradise in the afterlife”, while secular 

populists promise a form of “heaven on earth” (2021). In the 

digital age, where private thoughts can become instantly 

public and algorithms work to feed into these thoughts, 

being able to recognise these hidden utopias at play can 

provide learners a means of resisting such forms of 

domination. Foucault would caution educators that learners 

should not be forced to ‘confess’ the secret worlds they hold 

dear since he views confession to be a key technique of 

domination (Foucault, 1991) (Besley, 2007). However, since 

Foucault asserts that we actively constitute ourselves as 

subjects of power, there is always the possibility of 

recognizing techniques of domination for what they are. It 

might not be possible to completely resist governance, but 

one can refuse to be governed “like that, by that, in the name 

of those principles” etc. (Foucault, 2007 p.44).  

One way that hidden utopias might be brought into 

classrooms is to ask learners to identify implicit utopias at 

play in public discourse or fictional scenarios so that “what 

was unconsciously assumed is exposed to the light of day” 
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(Dewey, 1997 p.214). Furthermore, in Democracy and 

Education (2016), Dewey argues that the imagination enables 

humans to have an “end in view”. By employing the 

imagination, learners can think through the probable 

consequences of different utopias if they were to exist in the 

real world. Additionally, educators might apply Dewey’s 

theories on “How We Think” (1997) to hidden utopias in 

order to help learners recognize the “kaleidoscopic flights of 

fancy” that often undergirds thinking (p.3). Learners might 

theoretically experiment with different utopias by creating 

imaginary societies based on ‘perfect freedom’, the ‘perfect 

community, ‘perfectly sustainable’, or ‘perfect well-being’ etc 

in diverse groups. Explorers could then be invited to 

experience each group’s Utopia through different lenses and 

different events. There are numerous applications, and 

these could become the basis for future research.  

The philosopher, Leszek Kolakowski (1982) once 

proposed that when it comes to utopia, philosophy needs 

both diggers: those who seek to find utopia, as well as healers: 

those who seek to unmask the premises of those beliefs. I 

propose that in order to address the apparent ‘crisis’ in 
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liberal democracy, that educators should seek to cultivate 

learners who can excavate the hidden utopias at play in their 

lives and discourse while seeking to imagine more 

emancipatory worlds in their place. In sum, I suggest that 

one way scholars and educators might address the crisis in 

liberal democracy is by seeking to cultivate both diggers and 

healers of the utopian imagination. 
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rom the beginning of the 20th Century, John 

Dewey stressed democratic education practices in 

schooling. As a pragmatist, he viewed democracy 

as being ‘more than a form of government; it is primarily a 

mode of associated living, of conjoint communicated 

experience’ (Dewey, 2009, p. 151). In reality, decreasing 

tolerance to diversity and respect for others’ rights in public 

spaces may hinder the ‘conjoint communicated experiences’ 

advocated by Dewey. Instead of interacting with ‘the other’ 

through collaboration and cooperation, we now face a 

world that is growing in populism, divisiveness, and 

injustice. Society, and educators, in particular, need 

desperately to reflect on our purpose and position in the 

world in all of its complexity, bring humanity back to 

everyday discourse, and think about the wider societal 

implications of our actions.  Schools, as microcosms of the 

larger society, have reflected these societal trends and can 

also facilitate solutions to them by cultivating civic skills and 

providing space for civic participation for students in their 

classrooms.  

F 
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An Educational Solution 

Nancy Fraser’s social justice model may help facilitate civic 

participation in schools in preparation for students 

engaging in civic life in adulthood. Fraser’s framework is 

based ‘on the principle of parity of participation [whereby] 

justice requires social arrangements that permit all (adult) 

members of society to interact with one another as peers’ 

(Fraser 2013, 164). Through (re)distribution, recognition, 

and representation, citizens may have a socially just public 

space in which to participate in civic life. Why limit social 

justice frameworks to adults? By applying a similar 

framework in schools, where students are considered 

‘citizens’, they may also have the space to practice socially 

just interactions with others, thus preparing them for future 

adult life. Including students in civic participation within 

the school micro-society, the experience of ‘doing’ 

democracy may comprise an important building block of 

learning (Hess & McAvoy, 2015), giving students the 

necessary foundation for further application in larger public 

spaces in the future.  
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Nancy Fraser’s framework consists of three 

intersecting dimensions: distribution, recognition, and 

representation (please see Fraser, 2007, 2008, 2013 for a 

complete explanation). When applied to an educational 

context, distribution can refer to what knowledge is 

distributed to others (students and staff), recognition is due 

to everyone, and everyone should have space to represent 

themselves (as holders of identity and knowledge). Where 

the domains intersect, social justice occurs. The different 

ways that this framework can be applied to education 

focuses primarily on large scale institutional or whole school 

applications (Vincent, 2019). Individual educators may also 

employ this framework within their classes through the 

promotion of student voice in content knowledge and 

knowledge distribution.  

Student voice, in its simplest form, can be understood 

as the ability for students to express themselves and 

meaningfully participate in their education. This is 

essentially what Dewey called for when he referred to 

‘conjoint communicated experience’ (Dewey, 2009, p. 151) 

in a democracy.  Students are reminded that people are 
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affected by their interests, ideology, and bias; they are 

encouraged to listen to others with respect and tolerance as 

well as expressing their ideas (Chen & Yang, 2012). At an 

individual level, student voice could facilitate deliberative 

discussions that focus on reciprocity, the common good, and 

consensus while considering accountability (Chen & Yang, 

2012). At the society level, the dialogues/deliberations could 

ease polarized societies by encouraging respect and not 

deriding contrary views, promoting an open instead of a 

closed mindset (Wong, 2021).  

A word of caution: for many educators, the term 

'student voice' suggests a student council. Young and Jerome 

(2020) have warned of the feedback loop whereby students 

provide feedback about policies, the educational 

environment, etc. The educational institution then listens 

and makes changes based on the feedback (or provides 

reasons as to why this is not possible) and informs students 

of the institutional response. Feedback and student voice are 

not synonyms. Feedback, although sometimes valuable as a 

tool for improvement, is expressing an opinion. Student 

voice is students actively participating in their educational 
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experience and contributing to knowledge construction and 

developing skills. Feedback may be tokenistic and may or 

may not be addressed satisfactorily by institutions. Student 

voice means creating educational experiences and 

knowledge that is then shared with peers and educators. The 

call here is for student voice to be incorporated into 

individual classrooms whereby students can receive 

recognition, be given space for the representation of their 

identities, and help to distribute their knowledge to others. 

In this way, students and staff can engage with each other 

and ‘the other’ that is present in many classrooms and 

schools as a result of globalization, in democratic and 

socially just ways.  

Using the curriculum as a ‘base’ document, students 

can insert themselves into the pedagogical planning process. 

This will allow for ‘collective decision making, to be 

determined by the citizens [in this case, students] 

themselves, through democratic deliberation’ (Fraser, 2007, 

p.28). Students, along with educators, are able, with 

guidance from the curriculum document, to decide what 

knowledge is to be taught and how students are to receive 
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recognition as knowledge holders in the education process 

and have the space to represent themselves therein.  

From a practical standpoint, this framework may be 

implemented in classes by involving students in the 

pedagogical content of their classes. Educators may begin 

lessons as they normally would, however, some space in the 

middle or toward the end of each semester may be left for 

‘open’ classes that could be planned and taught by the 

students to the educator and their peers. Working in small 

groups, students can refer to the outcomes of the class, and 

collaboratively decide on a topic that meets those outcomes 

and that is also considered important to them. Working in 

groups may promote respectful dialogue with others, being 

open to new ideas, collaborating with ‘the other’ 

productively, developing critical thinking skills, knowledge 

generation, etc. To ensure educator guidance is available 

when needed, the educator can designate in-class time for 

this planning. Students may then be able to redistribute 

their knowledge to peers and the educator, receive 

recognition of their backgrounds/identity groups, and have 

the space for representation in influencing the content 
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being explored in their classes. Sharing the power in course 

creation with students is the prerequisite for the above goals 

to be realized (please see Briffett Aktaş, 2021 for further 

pedagogical application of Fraser’s framework in the 

classroom). Educators and curriculum documents are no 

longer the sole sources of knowledge in schools. Rather, 

distributed knowledge and decision-making allow for 

multi-directional processes of learning between educators 

and students (Heggart, 2020).  

Shuffling the power structure allows for the majority 

and minority to connect with schooling that may otherwise 

not be possible. Realistically, such a model can be applied 

quite easily without the need for bureaucratic or structural 

changes. All that is needed is the will of the educator and 

students to participate in course creation that is specific to 

each class. Promoting student voice when planning topics to 

be covered requires an open dialogue with students and an 

understanding of what student voice is and entails from the 

educator. Of course, power structures within education are 

firmly cemented in many schools and education systems. 

Educators may enjoy the power they hold and sometimes be 
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unwilling to acknowledge the awareness of the world held 

by their students. This is to be expected. Educators are 

people who may hold their laissez-faire attitude dearly, not 

wishing to ‘upset the apple cart’ with new ideas that threaten 

their hold on knowledge monopolies. Educators have a 

responsibility, however, to prepare students for life after 

formal education has concluded, including preparation for 

respectful civic engagement.  

Meanwhile, the current crisis provides opportunities 

for educational institutions to rethink the purposes of 

education and help facilitate the solution. By not preparing 

students for future civic engagement, it is expected that the 

necessary skills are underdeveloped. How can society expect 

liberal democracy to thrive when students coming out of 

secondary schools, vocational training institutions, and 

universities, have no experience of participating in 

democratic processes? Democracy is learned and democratic 

attitudes and relations are practiced. Dewey called for 

democracy in education more than a century ago. How 

much slower we will be on the uptake? Let us give students 

space to learn about and practice democracy through the 
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promotion of social justice and student voice in classrooms 

by participating in pedagogical planning. Adopting such 

practices may prepare students for further political 

engagement later in life, thus giving them the tools to 

promote justice, inclusivity, respect, etc. in society.  
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he current situation at the heart of this special 

issue calls for action on all levels. We live in a 

world beholden to an economic principle that is 

presented as without alternative, yet that will ultimately 

cause the destruction of the very ground we stand on.  

Education is called upon to save us by producing a 

new generation of thinkers and solution-finders that will 

solve our current crises in the nick of time. Yet we as 

educators struggle to think beyond the confines of the 

neoliberal logic that currently governs education. Lack of 

innovation, enthusiasm, or commitment are attested to us, 

but such a focus is extremely limited. We are caught in a 

system of relentless testing mechanisms to measure ‘best 

practice’, and we’d do well to ensure that our students pass 

muster by teaching to the test. To window-dress this 

problematic status quo with a veneer of creativity, blog 

posts such as The 20 best ideas to do _________ (insert freely!), 

the latest government scheme of work, or the newest 

programme for teaching Phonics crowd our inboxes and 

judgements. Vehement critics of the neoliberal system exist 

T 
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(see for example Ball, 2016; Giroux, 2015; Zhao, 2020), yet 

struggle to break its global stranglehold.  

 

Education As It Stands Will Not Save Us. But What 

May? 

Reading a recent interview with Anders Levermann, 

professor for climate dynamics at Potsdam Institute for 

Climate Impact Research and a scholar at Columbia 

University, sparked my personal utopian vision for how to 

rethink education. As a physicist, Levermann studies 

climate change phenomena. In an interview with German 

weekly newspaper DIE ZEIT (Heuser 2021), Levermann 

draws on a well-known principle of physics: clearly defining 

the borders of the system and then allowing the forces of 

innovation to most effectively navigate the resulting space. 

Levermann posits that stating a negative delineation clearly 

will make creative solutions possible, whilst maintaining the 

necessary boundaries inscribed in a fragile ecosystem 

threatened by disequilibrium.  



Natalie Shaw        595	
 

Dewey Studies                      Vol 5 · No 2 · 2021 

	

Put very simply, Levermann's idea is this: let’s name 

clearly what we reject, and allow educators worldwide the 

freedom to move in the space that is thus created. Let’s not 

start with learning outcomes, performance targets, or 

projected results. Instead, let’s state a negative delineation as 

follows:   

 

We no longer want learners to experience an education 

that primarily focuses on rapid recall and mere 

reproduction of facts.   

 

Following Levermann’s idea borrowed from the principle of 

physics, the way that this may be achieved should be left as 

open as possible to allow for innovation.  

The innovation that Levermann indicates is not the 

kind touted by the forces of neoliberal school improvement. 

Pedagogical innovation that deserves its name does not 

force chronically overworked and underpaid teachers to 

hectically implement yet another short-lived scheme of 

work, curriculum revision, or pedagogical fad that was 

dreamt up in a boardroom.  
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Innovation means trusting teachers and their 

professional expertise. True innovation is rooted in 

educators’ understandings of how best to support our 

learners in their given contexts. It leaves space for 

approaches that hold meaning and are motivating without 

resorting to the help of superficial reward systems that work 

as capitalism in a nutshell (‘How many rewards is my 

behaviour worth? How can I increase my profit?’).  

 

What Could Such innovation Look Like? 

Inviting a wide selection of educators and members of civil 

society to the table to reverse-engineer education by starting 

with what we wish to avoid may clarify our focus and 

simplify the process. Jay McTighe has recently updated the 

original approach of understanding by design with a volume 

that takes account of linguistic diversity and inclusive 

classrooms (Heineke and McTighe 2018). Such a wide-angle 

lens is needed for an open discussion about the kind of 

education that is clear on what it rejects yet is open to various 

permutations of what it may aspire to.  
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Simultaneously, we could advance the existing 

critical discussion about the evident limits of measuring 

‘good practice’. How can we truly aspire to quantify and 

statistically compare the benefits of a globally diverse 

educational practice that is locally rooted and responsive to 

specific learner contexts? Rather than obsessing about 

league table ratings, we may learn to recognise, value, and 

celebrate approaches everywhere – not with the impetus of 

producing the next handy list of 20 best educational hacks, 

but in true appreciation of the fact that meaningful 

education is anchored in time and place.  

And while we are at it, why not rethink the concept 

of school itself? The origins of schools and schooling lie in 

an organisational necessity of industrial times. For all the 

proclaimed innovation that has taken place, the core idea 

has changed remarkably little: We foster knowledge in the 

confines of a building - or outdoors, following the growing 

body of outdoor education initiatives. Many of us still buy 

into the traditional concept of providing examples which 

students should follow. Naturally, we as educators do well 

adhering to this model in a world that rewards those of us 
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whose students score highest. Yet teachers caught in 

traditional conceptions of school, schooling, and their own 

role within this system are rendered powerless. Educators 

whose agency is put in a neoliberal straitjacket literally don’t 

have their hands free to foster the growth of the innovators 

and problem-solvers that we so badly need.  

The reason that we are persistently unable to 

conceptualize education as radically different from its 

current status quo is not so much that we educators enjoy 

glancing permanently at our own feet. Rather, there are 

powerful forces that attract our downward gaze and that 

rightly fear the moment that education emancipates itself 

from being a self-reproducing system of neoliberal values. 

An enforced obsession with outcomes, quality standards, 

and the next ranking of basic skills mastery has us fearfully 

scanning the ground at our feet, aware of the fraught and 

disenfranchised state of education globally yet rendered 

unable to lift our gaze to take in the full picture.  

Using Levermann’s suggestion as an impetus, I would 

like to suggest calling on our profession to determinedly 

erase the lines in the sand that have kept our gaze fixated 



Natalie Shaw        599	
 

Dewey Studies                      Vol 5 · No 2 · 2021 

	

downward for too long. Let us add urgency to our 

rethinking by loudly voicing the ugly truth we all know: 

education as it currently stands will not save us. Education 

as it currently stands reproduces what we already know, 

rewards privilege, and is undemocratic.  

Let us boldly define what kind of education we no 

longer want. Let us identify clearly whose agenda is served 

by teaching to the test, the league table, and the outcome 

ranking. Let us trust in the ingenuity and creativity of a 

world community of educators and civil society that can find 

many paths to success whilst avoiding the one thing: an 

education we no longer want, nor have any need for. 
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ohn Dewey offers the following syllogism: a healthy 

person or culture must be able to grow.1 Growth occurs 

when we confront something new or different and 

adapt to incorporate this new element into our schema. 

Democracies therefore both depend upon this capacity for 

growth, and in creating spaces for the constant 

confrontation with others, they also enable the 

development of this capacity.  

The alternative can be dangerous to everyone 

involved. For example, using the metaphor of a stone, 

Dewey argues that when an object hits a rock and can’t 

adapt, either the moving object or the stone it hits may 

shatter or become squashed. Within this framework, the 

public schools offer a rich and precious ecosystem uniquely 

suited to protect democracy as one of the rare spaces in 

which various publics come together to interact and 

potentially develop the capacity for growth, à la Dewey.  

 
1 Dewey, John. Democracy and Education: An Introduction to the 
Philosophy of Education. New York: Free Press, 1916. 

J 
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When considering current risks and assaults on 

democracy, we are haunted by the following exposé of 

discipline in public schools: 

 

The spaces have gentle names: The reflection room. 

The cool-down room. The calming room. The quiet 

room. 

 

But shut inside them, in public schools across the 

state, children as young as 5 wail for their parents, 

scream in anger and beg to be let out. 

 

The students, most of them with disabilities, scratch 

the windows or tear at the padded walls. They throw 

their bodies against locked doors. They wet their 

pants. Some children spend hours inside these rooms, 

missing class time. Through it all, adults stay outside 

the door, writing down what happens. . . . 

 

Children were sent to isolation after refusing to do 

classwork, for swearing, for spilling milk, for 
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throwing Legos. School employees use isolated 

timeout for convenience, out of frustration or as 

punishment, sometimes referring to it as “serving 

time.”2 

In our experiences as teachers and teacher educators, we 

regularly see and hear about children silenced, removed, and 

isolated in schools.3 The punishments in the above 

description are horrifying in their cruelty and disregard of 

the children’s humanity. Yet silencing and shunning occurs 

daily in schools in far more banal forms.  

It is near ubiquitous that in public schools across the 

United States children seen as different, those who cannot 

conform, and those who resist are all penalized with 

exclusion, isolation, and physical regulation.4 Such silencing 

and ostracization threatens democracy because 1) it is 

unequivocally inhumane and 2) this silencing and 

shunning of alternative voices and ways of being means that 

 
2 Richards, Jennifer Smith, Jodi S. Cohen, and Lakeidra Chavis. 
“The Quiet Room.” Chicago Tribune, 2019. 
3 Shalaby, Carla. Troublemakers: Lessons in Freedom from Young 
Children at School. New York: The New Press, 2017. 
4 Ibid. 
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only some voices can influence the common.5 Democracy is 

therefore at risk.  

Responding to this threat, we first offer an 

alternative: two teaching moments that live up to Dewey’s 

commitment to schools as spaces in which different 

perspectives are shared and people from different 

backgrounds and with different aptitudes and needs can 

work together to create a common community. Second, 

recognizing the challenge of making space for difference in 

schools within a culture that encourages silencing and 

isolating,6 we argue that a process for studying teachers and 

teaching, Descriptive Inquiry, helps teachers combat this 

punitive culture and cultivate an inclusive and democratic 

ethos. 

 

 
5 Shalaby, Troublemakers; Paley, Vivian Gussin. The Boy Who 
Would Be a Helicopter. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1990. 
6 Leafgren, Sheri. Reuben’s Fall: A Rhizomatic Analysis of 
Disobedience in Kindergarten (International Institute for 
Qualitative Methodology Series). Left Coast Press, Inc., 2009. 
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Vision of Democracy 

As a support teacher in an elementary school,7 Furman came 

across a child lying in the hallway outside the office. When 

asked to go to class, he refused. Faced with this resistance 

and the strong desire to get the child back to his classroom, 

Furman ran through a number of facts she knew about the 

child - he often preferred pressing against the floor or walls 

and he tended to anger easily when given a directive. She 

ran through strategies she’d used in the past with other 

students: humor, coming up with authentic choices. Putting 

together what she had noticed about the child and what 

she’d tried before as a teacher, she offered a challenge, “I bet 

you can’t roll all the way to class.” Intrigued, he proceeded to 

demonstrate that he could. Furman’s teaching repertoire has 

been expanded as was her understanding of what can be 

done in the hallway.  

Traugh describes teaching middle school and being 

frequently frustrated with a child who was constantly 

 
7 This and the following example are drawn from our co-authored 
book, Descriptive Inquiry in Teacher Practice: Cultivating Practical 
Wisdom to Create Democratic Schools. 2021. Teachers College 
Press. 
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moving during her lessons. Initially, she sought to silence 

his body with a regular, “sit down.” At that time, her class 

was doing weekly studies of a tree. On one of those visits, 

she noticed the child “spent his time running around with 

his arms extended straight out, bending, and swaying as he 

ran.”8 She figured out that his movement was a full-bodied 

expression of the tree.9 Humbled by this observation, she 

began to see his movement in the classroom as embodied 

sense making, commenting, “through his imagining, I begin 

to reimagine him” and, in doing so, allow for more 

movement for him and his peers. Not only did his imagining 

change her teaching but also, she writes, “I have never seen 

leaves falling to the ground in the same way.”10  

In the opening exposé, the teachers silence and shun. 

This is harmful to the child, the community, and even the 

teacher.11 In contrast, in these two examples, not only was 

the child welcomed and protected but also the community 

was able to thrive and grow because of the child.  

 
8 Ibid., 42. 
9 Dewey, EW 5:  195-6. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Shalaby, Troublemakers. 
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What distinguishes us? While tempting to speak to 

the inherent quality of the two authors, our superior 

patience, or “magic” with children, we argue that something 

else is at play. We both regularly practiced Descriptive 

Inquiry and it was this practice engaged in regularly -- that 

ultimately gave us a way to welcome each child in their 

difference. Though a thorough introduction to Descriptive 

Inquiry is beyond our scope, we highlight a few key features 

that we recommend.  

Centered around careful observation and description, 

teachers are encouraged to simply sit with children and take 

descriptive notes. When a teacher presents an inquiry, a 

chair then helps them ensure language is descriptive, as 

opposed to evaluative. A teacher might replace “the child is 

defiant” with, “when asked to go to class the child says no” 

or “the child is unfocused with” “the child is always moving 

during class both within his seat and frequently getting up.”  

All observations are centered around “attending with 

care.”12 In other words, we are paying attention in the 

 
12 Carini, Patricia F. “A Letter to Parents and Teachers on Some 
Ways of Looking at and Reflecting on Children.” In From Another 
Angle: Children’s Strengths and School Standards: The Prospect 
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service of looking after the child’s own interests. To support 

this, Furman always suggests writing as if someone who 

loves the child or the child themselves might read it.  

The presenter then brings an authentic question to 

the work that builds on observations. Were Furman to 

present the student she encountered in the hallway, she 

might ask - “what helps him feel safe and at ease at school 

and how might I draw on this in moments where he seems 

frightened or agitated?” In Descriptive Inquiry, people 

participate in rounds, often describing back what they hear 

and responding to questions. Benefiting from hearing 

different perspectives, when Furman presented on the child 

who wouldn’t move in the hallway, one group member had 

noted that some children find hierarchy interesting and 

important. This observation informed her choosing a 

competitive option (can you roll?) that didn’t emphasize her 

authority.  

Descriptive Inquiry is neither a panacea nor the only 

entry point to welcoming all children. However, in 

 
Center’s Descriptive Review of the Child, edited by Margaret 
Himley and Patricia F. Carini, 56–64. Practitioner Inquiry. New 
York: Teachers College Press, 2000, 56. 
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engaging in Descriptive Inquiry regularly and over time, 

one’s approach to others is permanently altered. 

Encountering the child in the hallway, Furman drew on 

what she knew about him and prior insights from others 

about him to deescalate the situation. Watching her student 

in a different context, Traugh reimaged both him and her 

understanding of trees. A democracy demands the capacity 

to be with others, and in this engagement, produces mutual 

growth. This capacity must be practiced and enacted in our 

schools, and it is in danger whenever children are shunned 

and silenced.
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Introduction 

ccording to Lipset (1959), education is the most 

important way to cultivate citizens for 

democracy, which Darhrendorf (2003) defines as 

the power of the people to achieve change in society without 

violence. Lipset’s (1959) analysis not only reveals the tie 

between democracy and education, but also implies that 

democracy needs to be taught in schools intentionally for 

young citizens to explore and exert its values. Dewey is 

renowned for promoting democracy through education, 

and his influence is still felt today. As there is limited 

Western literature on Dewey’s legacy in China, this paper 

attempts to make a small contribution to discussing how his 

thought has influenced the development of democracy in 

China via education, how academics actively participate in 

this process, and what relevant reflections can be brought 

about. 

 

A 
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The Relationship between Dewey and Democracy in 

China 

In the early 20th century, the concept of ‘democracy’ was 

imported by some reform-minded intellectuals from the 

West to China (Liu, 2010a). According to Dewey (1916): 

A democracy is more than a form of government; it 

is primarily a mode of associated living, of conjoint 

communicated experience. The extension in space of 

the number of individuals who participate in an 

interest so that each has to refer his own action to that 

of others, and to consider the action of others to give 

point and direction to his own, is equivalent to the 

breaking down of those barriers of class, race, and 

national territory which kept men from perceiving 

the full import of their activity. (Dewey, 1916:151) 

The reformists believed that Dewey’s progressive thought 

might save China from domestic feudal oppression and 

foreign invasion by fostering a sense of solidarity and 

community, and they therefore invited Dewey to China to 

share his theories on democracy and education (Liu, 2020). 
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With the efforts of Dewey and his followers, young people, 

especially students at schools and universities, were 

encouraged to strive for their rights as human beings, 

criticise the government and voice their opinions on 

political issues (ibid). However, this nonviolent movement 

was severely suppressed by the authority and was 

unsuccessful (Tan, 2004). Because of this, Dewey and his 

followers provisionally lost their audience in China after the 

1920s (ibid); the Chinese people eventually overthrew the 

old government and the regime of democratic centralism 

was established for its current communist society (Qiao, 

2021). Nevertheless, over the past few decades, the new 

government and the Chinese academics have been reflecting 

on and re-recognising the value of Deweyan thought on 

cultivating democracy through education (Liu, 2020).  

Tan (2004) points out that Dewey was concerned that 

too much emphasis was put on political democracy instead 

of the idea of community life itself. This chimes with Tiles’ 

(1997) standpoint that Dewey’s ideal is democracy as culture 

while education plays a key role. From this perspective, it 

seems that Dewey’s ideal of cultivating democracy in a mild 
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way may not necessarily conflict with the change of 

authority and/or political regime. This could be linked back 

to Dewey’s (1916) argument that democracy is beyond a 

form of government.  Gradually, certain consensus has been 

reached in Chinese society: the old government was 

overthrown because it was against democracy, while the 

current authority provides official guarantee for democracy, 

including supporting Deweyan educational experiments for 

the improvement of democracy (Liu, 2020). In this way, 

Dewey’s thought is again applied to the Chinese educational 

system, and positive changes have begun to occur.  

 

Child-Centredness: An Important Approach to 

Cultivate Democracy in China 

Pertaining to the application of Deweyan thought in 

Chinese society, the concept of ‘child-centredness’ is 

inevitable. Within Deweyan thought, child-centredness 

was the most recognised and promoted by his followers in 

China since the very beginning (Schulte, 2011). This is 

perhaps linked with the unprecedented awareness occurring 
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in China that children should be seen as whole human 

beings and independent individuals (Zhou, 1920). Because 

of this awareness, people began to value childhood, consider 

children as the nation’s future, and pay attention to various 

aspects of the development of children (Luo, 1933). Under 

this historical background, Dewey’s idea of positioning the 

child from the ‘edge’ to the ‘centre’ (Liu, 2010b) is highly 

aligned with the new ethos in China. Since then, Deweyan 

thought, particularly ‘child-centredness’, has been playing 

an important role in the development of democracy in 

China (Schulte, 2011).  

Although as Chuang and Walsh (2000) point out, 

there are various interpretations about child-centredness in 

different contexts, in the overview of Chinese literature, the 

predominant understanding in China is based on Dewey’s 

(1922) original argument. More specifically, ‘child-

centredness’ in the Chinese context mainly refers to 

respecting the child as a whole person, valuing children’s 

learning based on holistic experience and their own 

developing pace, focusing more on facilitating learning 

instead of teaching knowledge, and considering curiosity, 
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experience, personality and so forth as valuable learning 

resources (Zhang & Yu, 2019; Zhang, 2020). According to 

Liu (2006), child-centredness is the premise and core of 

cultivating democracy through education, for it recognises 

the power of children/learners as whole human beings who 

can independently and interactively take part in civic issues 

and civil life. Therefore, by emphasising child-centredness 

in education, it is possible for young Chinese citizens to 

learn to respect each other and resolve problems peacefully 

and creatively, which is a vital condition for cultivating 

democracy (Darhrendorf, 2003). 

 

How do Academics Participate in Sustaining Child-

Centred Education for Democracy in China? 

In the overview of English literature, noticeable criticism 

about child-centredness focuses on the weakening of the 

teacher’s power and agency (e.g. Smail, 2014). However, by 

studying Dewey’s original arguments, many Chinese 

academics provide a different perspective. For example, 

Yang (2015) contends that the child-centredness Dewey 
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promotes is a comprehensive system: although it 

emphasises the importance of empowering children, the 

recognition of teachers’ values is not lacking. In other 

words, the co-existence of teachers’ power and agency 

should be seen as the subtext of ‘child-centredness’. 

Furthermore, Zhang and Yu (2019) argue that Deweyan 

child-centredness expects teachers to level up to become 

professionals of multiple roles such as children’s supporters, 

collaborators and guides; they are being empowered with as 

much agency as children. Such insights convey a piece of 

crucial information: the teacher and the child should not be 

seen in a binary perspective, and it is necessary to have a 

holistic view to understand ‘child-centredness’. In this way, 

neither teachers nor children are hegemonic in the 

classroom, they listen to each other and their interactions 

should be equal and respectful.  
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On the Relationship between Personalism and 

Collectivism in Child-Centered Education 

In the West, child-centredness often has the orientation of 

personalism, as it emphasises the uniqueness of each child 

(Souleles, 2017). There is concern that child-centred 

education may lead to negative qualities in children 

including lack of self-regulation, or educators being 

indifferent to social change (e.g. Lanford, 2010; Souleles, 

2017). In response to these concerns, many Chinese 

academics again put forward a holistic perspective. For 

instance, Tu (2018) reminds us that individuals and 

collectivities should not be seen as antithetical to each other, 

as the respect for individuals is mutual and is in harmony 

with the respect for collectivities. In addition, Jiang (2018) 

argues that facilitating individuals’ development can be seen 

as a methodology in child-centred education, while social 

change can be a natural outcome. This understanding 

resonates with Dewey’s (1915) own intention of utilising 

child-centred education to eventually realise social change: 

democracy not only in schools but also in society. 
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Participating in Policy-Making 

By publicly promoting what they consider to be appropriate 

interpretations of Deweyan child-centred thought, Chinese 

academics have already stepped into the domain of politics 

to provide advice for policy-making. The government also 

provides opportunities for some representatives to directly 

express their standpoints (e.g. Beijing Normal University, 

2020). Apart from advocating child-centred education in a 

positive way, some academics also express their concern 

about potential harmful intentions. For example, Yang et al. 

(2020) caution that the outcome-oriented educational 

market outside the public system may damage child-centred 

education in China, as the latter values the process of 

children’s development in the long term while the former 

values the short term economic return of educational 

investment. So far, the academics’ efforts are paying off: 

there is a remarkable feature of child-centredness shown in 

China’s educational policy-making (e.g. Ministry of 

Education of the People’s Republic of China, 2021). The 

academics therefore push to realise child-centred education 



Di Wang        622	
 

Dewey Studies                      Vol 5 · No 2 · 2021 

	

in a top-down way in China, which could further benefit the 

development of democracy. Moreover, the ‘associated 

living’ (Dewey, 2016) of the academics and policy makers is 

itself a positive example of democracy.   

 

Providing Guidance for Educational Practice 

Although child-centredness for education and democracy is 

supported on a national level, according to Yang et al. 

(2020), there still are obvious gaps between child-centred 

theories, policies and practice. To deal with this problem, a 

number of academics actively take part in providing 

guidance for educational practice. In China, many institutes 

establish collaborative relationships with nurseries and 

schools, and academics communicate directly with 

practitioners to provide concrete guidance (e.g. Nanjing 

Normal University, 2020). Meanwhile, academics from 

comparatively developed areas are often dispatched to help 

practitioners in less developed areas better understand 

child-centred education and the democracy cultivated 

through it (e.g. Nanjing Normal University, 2019). 
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Although problems still exist in reality, the academics, their 

government and the practitioners have reached a consensus 

and are working together to sustain child-centred education 

for democracy in China. 

 

A Brief Reflection on the Tensions between the 

‘Heavy Hand of the State’ and Positive Changes in 

Education for Democracy China 

As mentioned in the first part, the current political regime 

in China is democratic centralism (Qiao, 2021). In the 

Western perspective, centralism may be broadly seen as 

‘heavy hand’ which seems not to be in line with democracy. 

Therefore, it could be confusing that the ‘heavy hand of the 

state’ and positive changes in education for democracy can 

co-exist. Some Chinese academics may provide a thought-

provoking interpretation. For example, Jin (2021) contends 

that the Chinese democracy is different from the liberal 

democracy in the West; it is directed by the central guidance 

to better serve the democratic life of people. Moreover, Qiao 
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(2021) argues that the current democratic regime is a result 

of complex historical reasons and is selected by the Chinese 

people. That is, academics as such think that democracy can 

have different forms and do not consider the Western 

democratic regime as the absolute truth. Furthermore, they 

(e.g. Jin, 2021) reckon that the ‘heavy hand’ in the Western 

perspective can actually be seen as a ‘helping hand’ to better 

guarantee democracy in China, including the 

implementation of the Deweyan approach of cultivating 

democracy through education. However, this does not mean 

that tensions do not exist. For example, in Chinese society, 

various forms of conformity are allowed, even promoted 

(Wang, 2020), which obviously suppresses individuals to 

question given answers and have different voices. Problems 

as such bring deep challenges for the balance between 

centralism and democracy. For the time being, it seems that 

no effective solution has been posed, but the tensions at least 

provide an opportunity for us to rethink our understandings 

on education, democracy and our relationships with them, 

and to ponder what Dewey’s legacy in China brings about 

for both Chinese and Western society. 
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Conclusion 

As an attempt to fill a small gap in our understanding of the 

influence of Dewey’s legacy in China, this paper has briefly 

discussed the relationship between Dewey and democracy 

in China, Deweyan child-centred education as approach for 

democracy in China and how Chinese academics participate 

in this process. In addition, this paper has also reflected on 

the tension between the ‘heavy hand of state’ and positive 

changes in democratic education in China. Since the early 

20th century, Chinese academics have seen the power of 

Deweyan thought on cultivating democracy through 

education, and have been considering child-centred 

education as the premise and core to achieve this goal. 

Chinese academics have been playing a significant role to 

connect the government and the people to appropriately 

interpret and implement child-centredness together, and 

positive results concerning the cultivation of democracy can 

be found in Chinese policy-making and educational 

practice. Furthermore, academics in China provide a 
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different perspective to interpret the current Chinese 

political regime, its achievements and challenges in 

education and democracy. Although the context is limited, 

Dewey’s legacy in China and the Chinese experience could 

still provide reflections for the West. 
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he special issue of Dewey Studies calls attention to 

the ways that Democracy and democratic 

practices are failing. This has prompted me to re-

read scholarly accountings of the challenges and 

opportunities of failure. John Dewey, Daniel Dennett, and 

J. Halberstam, while all from very different perspectives, 

have argued for a re-examination of failure as a process, and 

the ways that failure can be the seed of hope and new ways 

of being, acting, and knowing. I wish to explore the ways 

they conceive of failure; and then note that there are at least 

two concepts that can be found in all three dissimilar works: 

reflection, and the instantiation of a “we”.  All three ground 

their concepts of failure in processes of reflection and the 

creation of a common subjectivity—a “we”. I close the paper 

by pointing to these two perspectives as the starting point 

for new frameworks for understanding this moment, and 

rebuilding Democracy anew. 

 

T 
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Dewey, Dennett, and Halberstam 

Dewey argued that failure was a necessary part of growth in 

judgement and growth through experience. Dewey’s 

conception of the learning process involved developing a 

question or a starting point of inquiry, trying out ideas or 

processes that were meant to address that inquiry, often 

failing in those processes, but learning from the failures to 

then generate new ideas, and try again, as a continuous 

process of growth and learning. The failures tend to 

generate more new ideas and questions than the successes. 

Thus, failure is integral to growth. For Dewey1, inquiry, 

trying, failing, and trying again in a methodical way, is the 

process of the scientific method. This focus on inquiry, 

failure, reflection, and trying again—as a process of 

Science—is one of Dewey’s main contributions and sets him 

apart from other pragmatists who focused solely on 

accommodating science as a cultural touchpoint of our time. 

 
1 Dewey, John. "The Early Works of John Dewey, Volume 1, 1882-
1898: Early Essays and Leibniz's New Essays, 1882-1888." (1969). 
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This point is nicely made by Zebrowski2 who compares the 

educational contributions of Herbert Spencer and John 

Dewey. Dewey’s view of inquiry is very much connected to 

Darwinian ideas of evolution—a trial of mistakes, failures, 

and eventually getting it right.3 In this way, Dewey connects 

to the work of Daniel Dennett.  

Daniel Dennett is a philosopher, still writing today, 

who has developed philosophies of mind, of morality, and 

of agency, all embedded in evolutionary biology. Dennett 

argues4 that when humans fail—when they make mistakes—

that this is how evolution takes place. Failure is a “design 

feature”5 built into our abilities to evolve as humans. It is 

part of our evolutionary biology as well as the evolution and 

functioning of our brains to “aim at truth”6 and yet, 

sometimes, fall short of that truth. This ability to make 

mistakes and failures provides the “ground truth”7 for 

 
2 Zebrowski, Robin L. "Mind is primarily a verb: An examination of 
mistaken similarities between John Dewey and Herbert Spencer." 
Educational Theory 58, no. 3 (2008): 305-320. 
3 Ibid. 
4 McKay, R. T., & Dennett, D. C. (2009). The evolution of misbelief. 
Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 32(6), 493-510. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
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learning, by consequence, that something is a mistake; and 

then using the lessons learned from making the mistake to 

take another “aim” at truth. The ability for humans to make 

mistakes and learn from them is a “design feature”8 in 

humans (not a bug, but a feature, of the evolutionary design 

process).  

Halberstam comes from a theoretical standpoint that 

is oppositional to both Dewey and Dennett. Halberstam uses 

the idea of failure to reject the constant push of growth, 

progress, and a neoliberal structure that rewards some and 

crushes others. Still, Halberstam sees hope in the concept of 

failure. In The Queer Art of Failure, Halberstam9 argues that 

failure can be a different way of knowing or coming to learn 

something. “Under certain circumstances, failing, losing, 

forgetting, unmaking, undoing, unbecoming, not knowing 

may in fact offer more creative, more cooperative, more 

surprising ways of being in the world”.10 In some ways, 

Halberstam is queering Deweyan conceptions of progress 

 
8 Ibid. 
9 Halberstam, Jack. 3. The Queer Art of Failure. Duke University 
Press, 2011. 
10 Ibid. p. 2. 
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and growth. However, both Dewey and Halberstam have a 

sense of hope that it is through failures that we ‘know’ 

(about ourselves, about our cultures, about practices).  

While reviewing these theorists’ conceptions of 

failure, it occurred to me that they all have at least two ideas 

in common: reflection, and creation/instantiation of “we”.  

 

Reflection and “We” 

All three theorists envision failure as a hopeful process 

when failure becomes the starting point for reflection. 

Dewey11 argues that reflection and introspection are part of 

a cycle of growth; that failure is a starting point of reflection 

toward something new. Dennett talks about the notion of 

“thinko” rather than “typo” to argue that mistakes, 

intentional or unintentional, can also be opportunities for 

thinking—reflecting, learning, and growth.12 Halberstam13 

argues that failure allows us the space to “wonder,” and this 

 
11 Dewey, John. "The Early Works of John Dewey, Volume 1, 1882-
1898: Early Essays and Leibniz's New Essays, 1882-1888." (1969). 
12 Dennett, D. C. (2006). From typo to thinko: When evolution 
graduated to semantic norms. Evolution and culture, 133-145. 
13 Halberstam, Jack. 3. The Queer Art of Failure. Duke University 
Press, 2011. 
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‘wondering’ can be generative of new ways of knowing, new 

identities, and new practices. Introspection, reflection, and 

wonder—born out of failure—are fecund with possibilities.  

As we consider the failure or failing of democracy, I 

wonder if new frameworks around reflection-born-of-

failure (as opposed to reflection that is habitual a la Schon14) 

might be a way of accounting for, understanding, and 

becoming generative during this time of failures in/of 

democracy and democratic ideals. Seeing reflection as a 

possible (not required) intimate partner of failure could 

reorient so many practices of activism and practices of 

schooling. There could be greater intention around teaching 

a response to failure that includes a reflective process rather 

than a jump to feeling of shame or repudiation of the 

learning process. Failure could be taught as a possible start 

to greater things, as long as students are coached through 

practices of reflection as part of the failure process.  

In addition to the connections between failure and 

reflection, all three philosophers talk about failure in a way 

 
14 Schön, D. A. (1988). From technical rationality to reflection-in-
action. Professional judgment: A reader in clinical decision 
making, 60-77. 
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that creates a “we”. Dewey discusses failure as a process that 

is necessary for ‘we’ learning-humans to grow. It is a human 

process, and when Dewey discusses it, he generates a sense 

of “we-ness”. We - the humans who are natural inquirers… 

We - the rational, practical beings who aim to learn from 

our surroundings and our experiences… Dewey comes from 

the standpoint that to fail is to be a learning-human, and by 

discussing failure in this way, he generates a sense of “we-

ness”. Dennett does something similar. He talks about 

failure as part of the evolutionary process. He, too, comes 

from the standpoint of believing that failure is built into 

what it means to be human. We—the evolving humans (as 

a group, as individuals, as various cultures), we fail in order 

to evolve. Halberstam also generates a sense of community 

and we-ness in conceptions of failure. The texts and 

examples within The Queer Art of Failure all “promote visions 

of collective action, teamwork, non-normative relationship 

building, and the transgression of boundaries.”15 These 

 
15 Carr, Allison D. "Unbeing and unbecoming”: A review of 
Halberstam’s Queer art of failure." Enculturation: A Journal of 
Rhetoric, Writing, and Culture 15 (2012). 
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three philosophers all come from the standpoint that 

experiencing failure generates or instantiates a “we”.  

As we process the failure of democratic institutions 

and ideals and governments, I wonder if a generative 

framework might arise out of a “we” that is connected to that 

sense of failure. This would not be a framework of 

community, necessarily, but it would be a framework that 

allows for the disparate voices and experiences to 

understand or even create a “we-ness” that is born out of 

experiencing failure together, or even experiencing various 

modes of failure, but in a way that generates a common 

sense of experience, even if not a collective or community.  

This “we-ness” also has implications for schooling. 

When failure is not only seen as the start of a reflective 

process, but is something that is experienced by all, and that 

creates a community that supports future growth, the 

student has a better chance of experiencing failure as an 

opportunity rather than a moment of shame. The “we-ness” 

that can be created, with failure as its parent, can generate 

feelings of community for the student.  
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New frameworks are needed as we grapple with the 

“crisis in Liberal Democracy”. I am intrigued by the idea of 

frameworks emerging from philosophies of failure. The 

failing of Democracy seems to require a grappling with 

failure; with what happened and why. Grappling with 

failure requires new practices of reflection and frameworks 

that grapple with the creation of a “we” born out of failure. 

These new frameworks an act as pathways of hope and ‘lines 

of flight’ for knowing and acting together.
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ohn Dewey would be quite concerned about the 

shortcomings of public discourse on complex, deeply 

troubling social and political issues facing us 

today. Those seeking fair and thorough discussions of, say, 

environmental challenges, the distribution of wealth and 

political power, or the availability and quality of health care 

are commonly frustrated.  All too often what they find are 

boldly assertive presentations accompanied with an 

impatient dismissal of those who dare to disagree. Such 

discourse exhibits serious failure to consider issues fully and 

fairly. Rather than laying out issues carefully and 

thoughtfully discussing differing perspectives on critical 

matters of public concern, it is a common practice simply to 

dismiss others by asserting that they are relying on “fake 

news”, unfounded “conspiracy theories”, or otherwise 

unreliable sources.  The implication is that oppositional 

views fail to have enough credence to merit serious 

consideration.  This is an atmosphere featuring ad 

hominems, rather than serious discussion.  

J 



Michael S. Pritchard        647	
 

Dewey Studies                      Vol 5 · No 2 · 2021 

	

On such shortcomings, in his Reconstruction of 

Philosophy, Dewey offered advice as sound today as it was 

then:  

Morals is not a catalogue of acts nor a set of rules to 

be applied like drugstore prescriptions or cook-book 

recipes. The need in morals is for specific methods of 

inquiry and contrivance: Methods of inquiry to locate 

difficulties and evils; methods of contrivance to form 

plans to be used as working hypotheses in dealing 

with them. And the pragmatic import of the logic of 

individualized situations, each having its own 

irreplaceable good and principle, is to transfer the 

attention of theory from preoccupation with general 

conceptions to the problem of developing effective 

methods of inquiry. 

Dewey’s view was that the task of developing and adopting 

effective methods of moral inquiry should not wait until we 

have become adults.  Many educators seemingly agree that 

this is much too late and that the schools have a vital role to 

play.  
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Beginning in the last few decades of the 20th century, 

a variety of efforts were made to include morality in some 

form in K-12 educational settings. One such popular effort 

was made by advocates of “values clarification”. However, 

this program was strongly opposed by moral psychologist 

Lawrence Kohlberg and his many followers. They were 

concerned about its seemingly relativistic implications, due 

to its reluctance to encourage critical evaluation of values 

once they were clarified. In turn, although initially widely 

accepted, by the early 1980’s Kohlberg’s methodology was 

challenged by the claim that it arbitrarily privileged the 

voices of boys and adult males over those of girls and 

women. (First to suggest this was Kohlberg’s close colleague 

Carol Gilligan, author of In a Different Voice.)  

Doubtless Dewey would have taken issue with 

Kohlberg’s dismissal of the importance of virtues and his 

attempt to show that affect plays a secondary role in moral 

development, with reason being given pride of place 

instead. A strong advocate of the development of virtues, 

Dewey described them in terms of habits. But moral habits, 

he maintained, essentially involve reflection, imagination, and 
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good judgment. This requires reason, but it engages affect as 

well.  

It might be thought that Dewey would have 

welcomed the revival of programs on virtues and character 

education in the schools that have succeeded the “values 

clarification” approach.  However, these popular programs, 

too, seem to fall short of what Dewey calls for. Broadly cast 

as their proposed lists of virtues are, none of them explicitly 

endorse a virtue that Dewey would recognize as 

fundamental: reasonableness.  

Reasonableness is primarily a social disposition: the 

reasonable person respects others and is prepared to take 

seriously their views and their feelings, even to the extent of 

being willing to modify one’s own views in response to the 

critical assessment of others.  One is, in other words, willing 

to be reasoned with.  

This is a view espoused by participants in the 

philosophy for children movement initiated by philosopher 

Matthew Lipman in the late 1960’s. Concerned about the 

prevalence of unreasonable public discourse in that 

turbulent time, Lipman left his tenured position in 
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philosophy at Columbia University to found the Institute 

for the Advancement of Philosophy for Children (IAPC) at 

Montclair State University. Lipman and his followers were 

convinced that promoting the philosophical thinking of 

children (K-12) could result in more children becoming 

adults who would call for radical improvements in the moral 

quality of public discourse.  

Some years earlier, philosopher W.M. Sibley 

published a suggestive article on reasonableness as a moral 

virtue. In “The Rational Versus the Reasonable,” 

(Philosophical Review, 62, 1953) he explicitly distinguishes 

‘reasonable’ in its moral sense from the broader notion of 

‘rational’. Insofar as I am rational, says Sibley, I may be 

willing to consider all factors relevant to my circumstances, 

including likely consequences for others. But, he points out, 

taking into account how one’s own interests might affect 

others does not necessarily include regarding the interests 

of others as important in their own right. This is required if 

one is ‘reasonable’ in its moral sense. He explains:  

If I desire that my conduct shall be deemed reasonable 

by someone taking the standpoint of moral judgment, 
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I must exhibit something more than mere rationality 

or intelligence. To be reasonable here is to see the 

matter—as we commonly put it—from the other 

person’s point of view, to discover how each will be 

affected by the possible alternative actions; and, 

moreover, not merely to “see” this (for any merely 

prudent person would do as much) but also to be 

prepared to be disinterestedly influenced, in reaching 

a decision, by the estimate of these possible results. I 

must justify my conduct in terms of some principle 

capable of being appealed to by all parties concerned, 

some principle from which we can reason in 

common. (Sibley, 57.) 

For Sibley, a morally reasonable person is responsive to the 

perspectives of others, which minimally requires working at 

understanding what those perspectives are, taking into 

account both significant differences from and similarities to 

one’s own.  

Sibley’s account of reasonableness seems well suited 

for Dewey’s concern that we work on developing effective 

methods of moral inquiry in all educational endeavors in the 
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schools, whether we are talking about history, literature, 

science, or any other school subject. Many character 

education advocates favor setting aside a special time in the 

school day to focus exclusively on their list of moral 

virtues.  However, rather than seeing morality as simply 

another, separable, school subject, we might with Dewey see 

it as an aspect, or dimension, of any standard subject 

area. Thus, the study of history could include reflecting on 

the moral dimensions of history—of laws, slavery, the 

treatment of women, the forcible removal of native peoples 

from their land, wars, and so on. The study of literature 

could include explicit attention to, and critical reflection on, 

moral themes running through poetry, short stories, and 

novels. The study of science could include the moral 

dimensions of scientific research, as well as environmental 

moral challenges. But, to satisfy Dewey, careful study of the 

moral dimensions of these standard subjects must 

emphasize the importance of promoting “effective methods 

of inquiry.”  

However, helping children develop such methods of 

inquiry, at whatever educational level, requires respecting 
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their abilities as moral inquirers from the outset. This 

includes respecting their moral and philosophical interests 

and abilities. By the time children first enter school, they are 

already somewhat sophisticated moral inquirers, with 

strong ideas about what is fair and unfair, kind and cruel, 

honest and dishonest, and so on. But their ideas on such 

matters need to be much further developed, refined, and 

applied to kinds of contexts they have yet to encounter.  

Kindergarten teacher Vivian Gussin Paley (1929-

2019) was especially adept at promoting this sort of inquiry 

with young children. Recipient of the prestigious 

MacArthur Fellowship in 1989, Paley not only wrote and 

discussed (with children and adults) stories for children, she 

also wrote about her experiences as a teacher. Her You Can’t 

Say You Can’t Play (Harvard University Press, 1992) recounts 

discussions Paley had about fairness, respect, kindness, and 

rules with kindergarten through 5th grade children. These 

discussions all pivot around the question of whether there 

should be a rule about children playing together at school: 

“You Can’t Say You Can’t Play”. Her inquiry was prompted 

by a problem she encountered as a teacher: What should be 
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done about the harms suffered by children in her classrooms 

who are excluded from joining others in play—that is, 

children who see themselves as rejected?  

Paley discussed the suggested rule with her 

kindergarten class for several months before trying it out 

with them. But even then the problems the rule addresses 

were not completely resolved. She also discussed it with 

older children and learned even more about both why 

having such a rule poses serious problems and why it might 

be important to keep trying.  

She concluded that it is important to try because of 

what is at stake, and because of the power discussing such a 

rule has to stimulate thoughtful discussion of the wider 

issues it raises. As Paley put it, “You Can’t Say You Can’t 

Play” is a different kind of rule than those forbidding hitting 

or the destruction of property. These rules are viewed as 

basically necessary and uncontroversial. Her suggested rule, 

however, goes against practices that are widely viewed as a 

normal part of social life. We choose to do things with our 

friends that exclude others. Groups of children gather to 

play with each other; others are left out. These groups may 
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operate with a “boss rule,” which involves one or two 

children deciding for the group who will or will not be 

allowed to join.  

However, Paley asked, what do these exclusionary 

practices do to those who are excluded?  How do they 

feel?  When she invited students to discuss these questions, 

she was barraged with stories of the disappointment and 

pain of being rejected. Virtually all the children, regardless 

of grade level, had vivid, detailed experiences to relate—

experiences in their classrooms and school recess activities.  

Paley then asked two questions about the rule “You 

Can’t Say You Can’t Play”. First, is it fair? Second, will it 

work? An interesting, and important, feature of Paley’s 

exploration of these questions with the children is that she 

says she was as uncertain about what the best answers are as 

the children were. Although most agreed that the rule is fair, 

they also had serious concerns about moral costs that might 

come with the rule. After all, they noted, friendship is 

limited, and shouldn’t friends sometimes be allowed to be 

together without including others? What if someone who 

insists on being included ruins the play by being 
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uncooperative or disruptive? And what about forcing people 

to play with those they don’t want to play with? These 

questions, and many others, were raised and carefully 

discussed by the children, kindergarten through fifth grade.  

Paley respected the ability of even kindergartners to 

reflect on the rules governing their lives in school. Thus, she 

embarked on what was essentially a practical philosophical 

journey with her students. Furthermore, this journey was as 

much hers as the children’s. Paley’s exemplary work 

illustrates the promise of a shared search undertaken by 

teachers and students together.  

So, although there can be agreement that 

trustworthiness, respect, responsibility, fairness, caring, and 

citizenship constitute basic virtues that warrant support and 

careful attention in the schools, Vivian Paley’s efforts can 

serve as a model of inquiry that allows reasonableness to be 

prominent in the education of children as they reflect on 

moral problems they are facing now, and this encourages 

them to continue to do so as they encounter new kinds of 

problems as their future unfolds.  Dewey would approve. 
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The idea of an integral and trans-disciplinary approach discussed 
here has been inspired by my conversation with Tomohiro 
Akiyama. I thank for his suggestions.  


