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CHAPTER I

THE MAN AND THE PROBLEM

Just fifty years ago, the campus of the University of

Wisconsin was crowded with leaders of the academic world

gathered for the purpose of celebrating the fiftieth anni-

versary of the founding of that university. President Angell

said to Jane Addams that day, "Dewey of all men walking on

this campus today, will probably go the farthest in spite of

the fact that they have combed the universities from Oxford

down, for this occasion!'^ This judgment of John Dewey was

no more extravagant than many others, favorable and unfavor-

able, that have been made since then*

He has been called "America’s most eminent and original

philosopher," "without question the leading American philos-

opher,"^ and the "spokesman of modern thought."^ Other

thinkers have referred to him as "the greatest spokesman for

1. Addams, Art. (1930), 149. Explanation of the system used
in abbreviating titles of books and numbering articles may be
found at the beginning of the bibliography at the end of this
dissertation. See below, 18?. When the author’s name is not
given, the work is by John Dewey.

2. Curti, GAT, 715.

3. Page, RGAC, 254.

4. Ayres, Art. (1923), 160.
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2

the experimental process,"^ "not only the philosopher hut the

prophet of the New Deal," and the man "in whom the spirit

of revolt is more vigorous and far-reaching than in any of

his contemporaries."'^

At the same time that these extravagant praises were

being heaped upon him, however, he was being condemned

roundly. Schilpp called him "America's typical voice at the
Q

philosophical round-table," and others have been more out-

spoken.

He is the most overrated thinker of my generation. .. .In
the field of education he has made valuable suggestions.
But in philosophy, when he is not incomprehensible he is
utterly commonplace.

9

John Dewey is THE philosopher of bourgeois democracy.
More than that, he is the apologist for bourgeois "democ-
racy" in its most developed form, in the most advanced
capitalist nation on earth, the United States.

Both the man and his thought have been controversial.

One measure of his influence upon philosophers is the

number of honors that have been accorded him. Nearly every

book that Dewey published after he went to Columbia Univer-

sity in 1904 consisted of a revision of speeches he had given

on one or another foundation or lectureship. He was appointed

5. Joseph, Art. (1930), 307.

6. Coons, ICDP, 86.

7. Thilly, Art. (1926), 529.

8. Schilpp, CE, 41, 47.

9. Newton, RY, 352.

10.

Okun, JD, 1.
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3

first Carus lecturer at the request of Mrs. Cams and after

candidates had been suggested to and by a committee of the

American Philosophical Association. When the Library of Liv

inff Philosophers was begun, Dewey was selected as first sub-

ject.

The religious import of Dewey's philosophy has been the

subject of varied opinions. Professor Walter Horton wrote of

his experiences as a student at Columbia University during

the twenties in a tone that made clear his disparagement of

both Dewey and his followers:

It was generally understood that there was but one true
philosophy, and Dewey was its prophet. Dewey himself
was leas orthodox than his followers, and less outspokenly
antireligious; but he was at that time still in the most
positivistic and naturalistic phase of his thinking....
In the discussions among students majoring in philosophy,
it was generally taken for granted that religion was no
more than an interesting survival of an earlier period
of mental evolution.

More than any other philosopher. Professor John Dewey has
been influential in shaping the thinking of the more
advanced religious leaders of America during the last
quarter-century. His influence is evident in the trend
of religious education, in the practical stress of social
idealism, and in the recent efforts to formulate a modern
religious world-view*12

Shortly after his visit to China in 1920, where both his

educational and his philosophical theories were widely ac-

claimed, one of the members of the Philosophy Club of Peking

exclaimed that "it was a pity that when America needed a new

religion that the citizens had not called upon John Dewey to

11. Horton, Art. (1932), 182-183.

12. Haydon, Art. (1935)^, 359.
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found it--lnstead of Mrs, Eddy.”^^

While these critics find religious implications in Dewey's

thinking, others comment upon his "undue reticence about the

problems of religion. Harrison writes, "He has seemed to

avoid with studied care any very definite commitment on the

subject of religion, Dewey admits that there is some

Justification for such remarks. He did not develop a reli-

gious philosophy in explicit terms until the early 1930' s,

when he was persuaded to give the Terry Lectures at Yale

University. The product of this series of talks was his

popular and influential book, A Common Faith . In 1930, three

years before these lectures were given, he wrote that he had

been at times personally disturbed by the differences that

existed between "traditional religious beliefs" and opinions

that he could himself honestly entertain. However, he did not

feel then or at any other time that this was a problem of a

nature to require him to modify his philosophical position,

because he felt that "any genuinely sound religious experience

could and should adapt itself to whatever beliefs one found

oneself Intellectually entitled to hold."^^ This is but one

statement of many in his writings that opposes the possibility

13. Addams, Art. (1930), 146.

14. Art. (1930)^, 20.

15. Harrison, Art. (1934), 1281.

16. Art. (1930)^, 19-20.
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of experiences that are final or superior to all others*

It is evident, then, that Dewey has influenced religious

theories and movements in this country at the same time that

he has been criticized for his lack of a clearly defined

religious philosophy. The apparent contradiction here is re-

solved when it is noted that he has been generous in his

description of religious Impulses while strongly opposed to

most of the explanations offered by other philosophers to

account for them. Frequently the latter elements have over-

shadowed the former. This dissertation will attempt to ex-

tricate the positive elements in Dewey's religious philosophy

from critical comments made by him of other such theories.

A. "The Principle of Cooperative Association"

John Dewey's ideas have undergone considerable change

since he wrote to W. T. Harris for advice about becoming a

professional philosopher. Education is considered one of the

cornerstones of his philosophy—a Judgment with which he

agrees^'^--and yet it was not always so. It was only after

he went to the University of Michigan as teacher of philosophy

and there became involved in state educational practices^®

that he began to develop his own unorthodox educational the-

ories. Likewise, logic has always remained central in his

mind and of greatest Importance to the understanding of his

17. Art. (1930)^, 22-23.

18. Jane Dewey, Art. (1939), 26-27.



.e-tcflfo iXfc oS no lunn tn»qx9 lo

JajO d»i4 effaa **tfi x^dtwoo It tdS cit «Jwfc©TOff f>aa

t»alt*b YliJ»iD r* *50 Ha»I tot"*' w«<sf

,
*

-91 el eietf oo lit^JXe^i^noo. IneiBqqa edT RJtio/alXei

tii cuoienes Bad eif Jadil jbe^n ai ^1 atniw' b%itlou

cl &0eoqqo ^t^oile oXirfw eesXJuqmX ei/ox^XXei lo noX^KU'rae^fc

cJ aiexlcjoecXliKi 'ieddo sill lo Iboa

-1S-V0 ov«d BinsiisXs isllal esfl lol Inuoooa

-xs 01 IqjBslla XXJtw r.oXlalioeeXt eXriT .is«idl ®dl tercl^ffa

VrtqoooXXrfq aucXjjXisi e’^ei^^Ci nX alnsaioXs- svXliaoq o1ril sl»ofil

1
BsXiosill doi/a isrilo lo CiXd xcf sfcad: elnsia0oo XAf>ilJif> soil

"noXlalDoasA &vXl*»t*q360 lo sfIT" .A
^

- s^narfo sj-rfB^sMenao ^03isJbo«> '*v»el «asM a * x»wsO odoL

^

a SflljuOoed SuodM aoXVba lol 8lm*H .T ol slciw sd sonia

' A '*

Bdl to ono f^i-^liianoo eX aot<faonf<Sr. .‘UdooepXidq XeiroXaeoloiq
.j,

Srt rtnffw lillw ldott:s/;ut a— tita lo a'^cfcleianioo

islla ^Xrto siw II .oa loa saw it l«v i>na--J'^«sa»T3A

T/lqoeoXfiiq to ISdaft©1 ea fto^XdoXH to vlXaisvinC S/il ol ^fies sd

^^uasJWoAiQ r«notl.'^oiiJ>S;.?9l*il» li-V JbSiVXovriX. saaerood siaiil fiftB'

P ^

edl liaictljtowijo *i.oX>o(lliCkn)L< .iso eXd <|oIsvst> cl lesstf sd ledl
7'

aid at leilffso iJooX^'njrsi oXsoX ,s&XwsdlJ .estio

sltf lo ^oiUrtSlaisJWft^^ arfl ol soobI'IocjbX loslee*^ to bfl» fcol«
-•' j

.tSr^S ,^(OCCX).iaA .TX



6

system, and yet Instrumentalist concepts developed only

gradually througjiout his career. While it would be Impossible

to give the complete story of that development here, it may

do to mention that the "science of logic" formulated by an

Hegelian is quite different from the "logic of science" which

plays such an important part in contemporary thought as the

result largely of the thinking of John Dewey. The "Prin-

ciples of Instrumental Logic" which was announced as a forth-

coming volume in the Library of Philosophy edited by J. H.

Muirhead during the Nlnetles^^ was not the announcement of

what would now be called instrumentalism but an assertion of

the belief that Hegelian logic was more useful than Aristo-

telian because less "abstract." At the same time Dewey's

social philosophy has matured only gradually. From a colleague

in the department of political economy at Michigan, Dewey

got the seeds of an idea that was to play an important part

in his own thinking later on. The original suggestion was

that there should be a transfer from absolutism to popular

representation in economic affairs as there had been in poli-

20
tics. The idea later developed by Dewey was to the effect

that politics could never create democracy v/ithout the crea-

tion of a democratic economy. Thus Dewey’s philosophy of

education, his logic, and his social philosophy have all been

modified to meet the needs of problems early recognized but

19. See Jane Dewey, Art. (1939), 18.

20. Jane Dewey, Art. (1939), 38.
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only gradually solved.

John Dewey has not, however, deviated from the ’’prlnclpl

of cooperative association.” Though he was early an Hegelian

and only later an Instrumentalist, the change was not so bas-

ic as to modify his opinion about the Importance of "coopera-

tive association.” His own account of his change from

Hegelianism to Instrumentalism reveals the common element In

the two theories, that social pcrouplngs and Institutions are

Important In the formation of personality .

The metaphysical Idea that an absolute mind Is manifested
In social Institutions dropped out; the Idea, upon an
empirical basis, of the power exercised by cultural en-
vironment In shaping the Ideas, beliefs, and Intellectual
attitudes of Individuals remained. It was a factor In
producing my belief that the not uncommon assumption In
both psychology and philosophy of a ready-made mind over
against a physical world as an object has no empirical
support. It was a factor In producing my belief that the
only possible psychology, as distinct from a biological
account of behavior. Is a social psychology

The statement, than, that human experience Is social and

communicable may be taken as fundamental In the thinking of

John Dewey- -perhaps more so than any other single statement.

It Is from this basic belief that the concept of "shared ex-

perience" as the ultimate goal In religious living was de-

rived. The nature and implications of this Ideal will be

explored in succeeding chapters.

No other concept has remained so basic or so unchanged.

As Dewey has said In answer to critics who use the ad homlnon

argument that the rejection of formal religion must Indicate

21. John Dewey, quoted by Jane Dewey, Art. (1939), 17-18
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the presence of emotion in his thinking,

I will state that nothing untoward has happened, and that
my present attitude toward theology, various creeds and
philosophies of religion developed slowly and pari»passu
with the general maturing of my philosophic ideas .22

Though perhaps Dewey’s religious philosophy had its "coming-

out party" in New Haven in 1934, it had been developed nor-

mally over a number of years. Its successive forms resemble

each other in the same way as do photographs of the same child

taken in successive years. John Dewey's thought has always

been religious. Other aspects of Dewey’s philosophy cannot,

in fact, be understood unless "sharing" is comprehended.

Scientific inquiry properly understood and carried on is a

social act, and therefore logic is at one and the same time

a method to be used in the production of shared experience

and an illustration of the presence and practicality of such

experience. Democracy is a statement of the political ideal

implicit in the concept of shared experience, and education is

effective only if it takes into consideration the social na-

ture of children and is Itself carried on community-wise.

The details of Dewey's philosophy developed out of his at-

tempt to show that experience can be shared religiously.

John Dewey's life is a brilliant record of his personal

search for community experlence--a search which was often

successful. His short attempts at informal autobiography are

practically records of associations, such as that with Jane

22. Art. (1933)^, 394.
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Addams, which was founded upon a common Interest In “Joint

23
learning how to live together."

Dewey is known internationally for his social conscience

and action. He traveled and lectured in Japan in 1919,

China in 1920 and 1921, Turkey in 1924, Mexico in 1926, and

Russia in 1928. In every country he found and championed

groups which he thought were dedicated to the project of

creating personal and social freedom. The political, social

and economic reforms which he advocated were easily under-

standable once his devotion to "the principle of co6perative

association" was noted. He favored centralized economic

control and decentralized political control as consonant

with civil liberties and personal freedom. He supported

Communism economically and opposed it politically as re-

24
presslve. Though the former aspect of his attitude was

prominent enough so that he was sometimes termed a Bolshevik,

the latter caused him to uphold Trotsky at the time of the

2S
Moscow Trials.

Dewey was also active in national politics. He was

active in support successively of Bryan, Theodore Roosevelt,

and LaFollette for president and helped to form the Farmer-

23. Jane Dewey, Art, (1939), 29. The author of this ar-
ticle, a daughter of John Dewey, was named after Jane Addams.

24. "To be asked to choose between Bolshevism and Fascism
is to be asked to choose between the G.P.U. and the Gestapo"
[quoted by Jane Dewey, Art. (19 39), 43J

.

25. Dewey served as chairman of The Commission of Inquiry
into the Charges against Leon Trotsky at the Moscow Trials.
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26
Labor Party, He was first president of The Peoples

Lobby, chairman for many years of The League for Independent

Political Action, one of the leaders in the League for

Industrial Democracy, influential in the formation of the

American Civil Liberties Union, charter member of the first

Teachers Union in New York City (withdrawing from the organi-

zation when it was "captured" by Communists), leader in

forming the alternative Teachers Guild, and co-founder and

first president of the American Association of University

Professors

.

When Sacco and Vanzettl were on trial and then when

they were in prison awaiting death, Dewey worked strenuously

with other liberals to prevent their execution. After the

latter event, he took time from his teaching to examine and

refute the report of the Lowell Commission upon which

Governor Coolldge had based his denial of the appeal for

pardon. Likewise, he wrote a lengthy analysis of the findings

of the Seabury Commission which investigated New 'York City

politics during the regime of Mayor Walker. And he was

active in opposing the barring of Bertrand Russell from

teaching at the City College of New York.

Throughout the years, Dewey has been Identified with

27third party movements. He has always opposed "isms" of

26. Dewey considered LaFollette a realist who applied
scientific methods to politics [Art .( 1924)

.

27. Cf. Art. (1931)^, 177.
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oQ
the left and right, hut near the end of the twenties he

became increasingly aware of the need for planning in

economic activities and came to agree with democratic

socialists like Norman Thomas that in certain basic industries

nationalization was necessary. Thus in Individualism Old

and New (1929. 1930), he called for a collectivism which

would enable citizens to achieve the individuality which

the current individualism was unable to give them. In 1931

he wrote a series of articles in The New Republic advocating

support of a third party candidate on the grounds that the

platforms of the traditional major parties were insufficiently

pQ
realistic to solve the problems facing the country. Like-

wise, in 1936, while he applauded some of the things done

during the preceding four years by the administration of

Franklin Roosevelt, he felt that they would remain permanent

parts of the law only if a third party was elected to office.

Thus it becomes clear that Dewey has been concerned in

his own activities with bringing into being that kind of a

society which he thinks will be characterized by

"cobperative association" or "shared experience." Writing

in retrospect and with characteristic modesty, Dewey blames

28. "Wherever obscurantism and privilege flourish in the
United States, Dewey's name is anathema" (Bratton, LLS, 263 )

•

29. Art. (1931)^* The reasons given for conservatism or
lack of realism were (i) association of politicians with big
business men, (li) age of the parties, and (ill) "property-
mindedness" of party leaders [Art .( 1931) 116J

.
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this upon his associates.

I have usually, if not always, held an Idea first in
its abstract form, often as a matter chiefly of logical
or dialectic consistency or of the power of words to sug-
gest ideas. Some personal experience, through contact
with individuals, groups, or (as in visits to foreign
countries) peoples, was necessary to give the idea con-
crete significance. There are no ideas which are original
in substance, but a common substance is given a new ex-
pression when it operates through the medium of individual
temperament and the peculiar, unique, incidents of an
ii^dlvldual life.... My ideas tend, because of my temoera-
ment, to take a schematic form in which logical consis-
tency is a dominant consideration, but I have been
fortunate in a variety of contacts that has put substance
into these forms. The fruits of responsiveness in these
matters have confirmed ideas first aroused on more tech-
nical grounds of philosophical study. My belief in the
office of intelligence as a continuously reconstructive
agency is at least a faithful report of my own life and
experience.-^

While this statement acknowledges truthfully the obscurity

of style which has plagued Dewey’s career and caused many

misunderstandings, it fails to recognize the equally obvious

fact that Dewey, at least as much as anyone else, has

established "cobperatl ve association" as the principal ideal

for life. He did this through the example of his own action

and through the precept of his religious philosophy.

It is evident, then, that in the experience and the

philosophy of the highly controversial figure, John Dewey,

there has persisted the glimpse of a highly spiritual goal.

B. Sources

A_Common Faith. Dewey’s one full-length book devoted

30 . Quoted by Jane Dewey in Art. (1939), 44-45.
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