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ABSTRACT: The author follows the lead of Michael El-
dridge in Transforming Experience: John Dewey’s Cul-
tural Instrumentalism (1998) in revisiting the debates of 
Dewey with Walter Lippman on the role of experts in a 
democracy, Reinhold Niebuhr on the alleged necessity 
of human beings to acknowledge our inescapable sinful-
ness, and, finally, John Herman Randall, Jr., John E. Smith, 
and others on the place of ritual in our lives. But he devi-
ates sharply from Michael Eldridge on these topics. While 
Eldridge argues that there “is no need for distinctive rit-
uals, revelations, or prayers or for churches, synagogues, 
temples, or shrines,” he argues that at least regarding 
distinctive or identifiable rituals there is such a need. 
In urging Deweyans to make concessions to Lippmann, 
Niebuhr, Randall, and Smith, he however is offering what 
he takes to be friendly amendments. While he doubts 
that they will be received as such, he does not think that 
Dewey’s pragmatic naturalism is in the least compro-
mised or disfigured by these concessions. Much rather, 
he takes Dewey’s cultural instrumentalism, pragmatic 
naturalism, or whatever other designation one selects 
as an appropriate name for this philosophical project to 
be enhanced by these concessions. Dewey can thereby 
be quickly extricated from fruitless controversies and, 
of greater importance, more deeply allied with the un-
blinking realism he so admired. In this context, realism 
does not designate a philosophical doctrine; rather, it sig-
nifies an indispensable quality of pragmatic intelligence, 
encompassing the courage to acknowledge unflattering 
truths and to accept human finitude. Finally, the author 
connects, as odd as it might seem, what Michel Foucault 
calls “practices of freedom” to such rituals as those of 
acknowledge, gratitude, and commemoration. In the 
interstices of everyday life, “our impatience for liberty” 
(as Foucault puts it) assumes “a patient labor” at least 
occasionally giving radiant form to our ceaseless striving. 
Among the forms of such labor, certain rituals ought not 
to be discounted.    

Keywords: Expertise; fallenness (or sin); intelligence 
(pragmatic, communal, creative); Lippmann, Walter; 
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Introduction

It is appropriate to open my reflections by recalling that, 

in an exchange with Reinhold Niebuhr, John Dewey insist-

ed, “we have said nothing so long as we have merely said 

power” (LW 9, 109).1 What we need first and foremost is 

“discrimination,” specifically, the work of intelligence in 

discriminating the forms of power and the intersection of 

these forms.2 We do not so much need a general theory 

of power as detailed descriptions of its operation (Fou-

cault). Describing the actual operations and relationships 

of power is, from a Deweyan perspective, a truly critical 

task, for it takes seriously the tacit principles, norms, and 

ideals always already operative in a given form of human 

life.3 The normative is not brought in eventually: it is 

present from the outset and the painstaking description 

and discriminating analysis of the actual claims made by 

situated actors cannot be dismissed as prima facie rights 

in a weak sense. These claims must be taken with the ut-

most seriousness. These descriptions and analyses alone 

will provide us with what we most need: “knowledge of 

the distribution of power.” For Dewey no less than Fou-

cault, power is capillary. It does not flow from a single 

1 One reason for this is that Michael Eldridge took great care to 
show the importance of this “debate” for the purpose of un-
derstanding Dewey’s instrumentalism. See Michael Eldridge, 
Transforming Experience: John Dewey’s Cultural Instrumental-
ism (1998), pp. 52–61. Another reason is that the contempo-
rary dialogue between naturalistic approaches and traditional 
religions needs to be conducted on a more informed, civil, and 
honest manner than it is unfolding at present. 
2 Fully considered, the work of intelligence is at least threefold: 
“Memory of the past, observation of the present, and foresight 
of the future are indispensable” (MW 14, 183). The work of in-
telligence is at once the work of recollection, observation, and 
forecast. The observation of the present however compels us, 
etc.
3 This is what I take to be the import of “Morals Is Social,” the 
concluding chapter of Human Nature and Conduct (MW 14). 
Here he indeed stresses: “Morals are social. The question of 
ought, should be, is a question of better and worse in social 
affairs [including of course social relationships]. The extent 
to which the weight of theories has been thrown against the 
perception of the place of social ties and connections in mor-
al action is a fair measure of the extent to which social forc-
es work blindly and develop an accidental morality” (MW 14, 
219), also the extent to which ethical ideals are removed from 
the actual working of everyday life. We are in effect caught in 
a circle, wherein ideals are effectively divorced from actuali-
ty and actualities are stripped of normativity. Social affairs in 
their brute actuality are presumed to be inherently devoid of a 
normative character, whereas principles, norms, and ideals are 
in effect conceived in an invincibly abstract manner (what is in 
truth their otherworldly character). “Thus we are invited into 
to enter again a circle in which the ideal has no force and social 
actualities [have] no ideal quality” (MW 14, 224). The only way 
to avoid this is to describe social affairs as inherently norma-
tive and norms as concretely embodied, however partially or 
imperfectly.
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source, but it tends to gather, consolidate, and intensify 

in multiple loci. According to Foucault, “power is every-

where not because it embraces everything [though it 

might], but because it comes from everywhere” (Histo-

ry of Sexuality [1990], 93; quoted by Rouse 1994, 106). 

“Power is [for Foucault] not,” as Joseph Rouse helpfully 

writes, “possessed by a dominant agent, [thus] not lo-

cated in that agent’s relations to those dominated, but is 

instead distributed throughout complex social networks” 

(1994, 106; cf., e.g., Dewey, MW 14, 224). Our preoccupa-

tion with juridical forms of power, univocally located in 

recognizable forms of sovereignty, needs to give way to 

analyses of the actual dynamics of power, ambiguously 

located in largely unrecognized forms of striving, strug-

gle, and opposition. In other words, invoking the concept 

of power explains hardly anything at all (if indeed it does 

illuminate in the least what is presently at play in our 

lives) (again, Dewey LW 9, 109); only intelligently discrim-

inating the fissures, fusions, ramifications, and intersec-

tions of irreducibly heterogenous forms of power in their 

actual operation does much to grasp the sources of our 

frustrations, impasses, and confusion. “The bare force of 

circumstance forces us,” Dewey suggests in Reconstruc-

tion in Philosophy (1920), “onwards in the daily detail of 

our beliefs and acts, but our deeper thoughts and desires 

turn us backwards” (Dewey MW 12, 201). 

It is also illuminating to recall the context in which 

Dewey insists upon these points. “Intelligence and Pow-

er” opens with an observation indirectly signaling his de-

sideratum. “Those who contend that intelligence is capa-

ble of exercising a significant role in social affairs and that 

it would be well if it had a much larger influence in di-

recting social affairs can readily be made to appear ridic-

ulous” (LW 9, 107). Considering human history, the role 

of intelligence in such affairs is anything but significant. 

What we observe is the “domination of the methods of 

institutional force, custom, and illusion,” not the efficacy 

of methods of cooperative intelligence. While Dewey de-

sires above all to make the case for such intelligence, he 

realizes that he can only do so by conceding at the outset 

the historical failure of human intelligence to direct social 

affairs. It very well may be, as Dewey suggests in Liberal-

ism and Social Action (1935), that “the measure of civili-

zation is the degree to which the method of cooperative 

intelligence replaces the method of brute force” (LW 11, 

57). But the desired replacement might never take place: 

enduring barbarity, a ceaseless reliance on brutal means, 

might never give way to social intelligence as anything 

more than a negligible force in human affairs.4 The prac-

tical task of making social intelligence into a significant 

power remains utopian as long as the means for trans-

forming human intelligence in its historical forms are 

themselves seen as woefully inadequate. For example, 

the reliance on “education,” however broadly conceived, 

can only seem, especially in the opening decades of the 

twenty-first century, wildly utopian.5

Greater concessions to “realism”6 are urgently need, 

for the Deweyan approach to become more broadly per-

suasive. Dewey fully appreciated the rhetorical aspects 

of the democratic project.7 The failure to persuade a crit-

ical mass of diverse individuals to one’s side (in this case, 

the side of creative, cooperative intelligence) spelled 

failure simpliciter. Crafting effective means of rational 

persuasion was a necessary condition for the task of a 

people constituting itself into a public. The means of per-

4 What Walter Benjamin asserts – “There is no document of civi-
lization which is not at the same time a document of barbarism” 
– should be recalled here. The extent to which civilization and 
barbarity were interwoven needs to be squarely confronted 
and candidly probed.
5 See, e.g., Richard J. Bernstein, Praxis and Action (1971), pp. 
220–29. More than fifty years ago, this sympathetic exposi-
tor of Dewey’s pragmatic philosophy substantively conceded 
the charge levelled by Marxists and others against it: “Dewey 
was unrealistically optimistic about what could and would be 
achieved by social reform” (1971, p. 229).
6 This is of course a fraught term. Dewey was acutely aware how 
unrealistic his proposals and positions could be made to appear. 
He took himself to be unblinkingly realistic, but also realistically 
sensitive to how those who prided themselves on being realistic 
were all too often providing a disguise for cynicism and despair.
7 See, e.g., Robert Danisch, Pragmatism, Democracy, and the Ne-
cessity of Rhetoric (2007), Nathan Crick, Democracy and Rheto-
ric: John Dewey and the Arts of Becoming (2010), Scott Stroud, 
John Dewey and the Artful Life (2011).  Jeremiah Dyehouse. Also 
see Larzer Ziff, Literary Democracy (1981).
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suasion and dissemination cannot be severed from those 

of inquiry and critique.8 

Dewey’s defense of democracy, as a way of life,9 be-

comes effective only by being persuasive and, in turn, it 

becomes persuasive only by eradicating the doubts of 

those who can so easily caricature this defense as uto-

pian or unrealistic. Concessions to such “realists” as Lip-

pmann and Niebuhr need not spell defeat. Indeed, they 

might be crucial for any possibility of success. 

On this occasion, I want to consider three critical con-

cessions a Deweyan today might make more forthright-

ly than Dewey was disposed to make. They are to some 

extent in keeping with concessions he readily made but 

tended to rush by in his preoccupation with defending 

social intelligence as a potentially significant force in so-

cial affairs. One might even find texts in which he made 

these concessions, but they tend to be overlooked by his 

expositors and defenders. 

These concessions are not all the same size. A fuller 

concession to Walter Lippmann regarding expertise is not 

as large as it is likely to appear to Dewey’s champions, 

while one to Reinhold Niebuhr regarding fallenness (or sin) 

is as large as it seems. Finally, a concession to such friendly 

critics as John Herman Randall, Jr., and John E. Smith re-

garding ritual is middling. 

Above all, my interest is in the substantive issues, not 

the historical debates (however much I find these debates 

to be inherently fascinating and uncannily pertinent to our 

present predicament). While I urge these three conces-

sions as friendly amendments to the Deweyan approach to 

political life, I have no doubt that they will not be received 

as such by many, perhaps most, contemporary Deweyans. 

However friendly might be the intention prompting an 

amendment to the advocates of a position, its reception 

by those advocates ultimately determines whether it is – 

or is not – truly friendly. 

8 See especially The Public and Its Problem (LW 2).
9 See my piece in The Kettering Review, 24, 3 (Fall 2006), “De-
mocracy as a Moral Ideal.”

First, the power of citizens to govern themselves 

depends to a great extent on the intelligent reliance on 

relevant expertise. Second, the intelligent deployment 

of political power depends on what might be called the 

“spiritual discipline” of human impulses.10 Individuals 

must, as John William Miller stresses, carry responsibil-

ity in their own person. “It is,” he adds, “a great illusion 

to suppose that governments will protect rights when 

individuals display nothing but desires in their wills [i.e., 

little or no discipline over their desires], and nothing but 

opinions in their minds.”11 Finally, not all of the rites on 

which our lives depend are as individualized, varied, and 

undefinable as Dewey appears to think (see especially 

MW 14, 226-27). “Religion as a sense of the whole is the 

most individualized of all things, the most spontaneous, 

undefinable and varied” (MW 14, p. 226). “The life of the 

community in which we live and have our being is,” he 

stresses, “the fit symbol of this relationship” to (MW 14, 

227; cf. A Common Faith, LW 9, 56) the whole in which 

“the flickering inconsequential acts of separate selves” 

unfold. They partake of “a sense of the whole which 

claims and dignifies” them. “The acts in which we express 

our perception of the ties which bind us to others are the 

only rites and ceremonies” (MW 14, 227).12 But the ritu-

als communicating our consciousness of these ties and 

thereby deepening this consciousness are effective only 

insofar as some of them are broadly shared and deeply 

felt. A culture bereft of shared rituals is one deprived of 

the requisite means not only to express a common faith 

but also simply to cultivate a religious sense of the sus-

taining whole in and through which human lives attain 

10 Reinhold Niebuhr, Moral Man and Immoral Society. See also 
Christopher Lasch, The True and Only Heaven: Progress and Its 
Critics (1991), Chapter 9 (“The Spiritual Discipline Against Re-
sentment”).
11 Miller, The Paradox of Cause and Other Essays (1978), p. 73. 
Spiritually disciplined desires and rationally formed judgments 
– not capricious desires and irresponsible opinions – are requi-
site for individuals to be self-governed. Political self-governance 
depends in part on self-sovereign citizens.
12 This is in fact the concluding sentence of Human Nature and 
Conduct (MW 14). It anticipates the concluding paragraph of A 
Common Faith (LW 9, 56-58).
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their recognizable forms.13 In brief, we need rituals no 

less than stories, effective forms of communal expression 

no less than efficacious instruments of communal inqui-

ry. We are as irrepressibly gestural as we are storytelling 

animals.14

Concessions to Walter Lippman

Even as careful an expositor as Michael Eldridge can be 

tempted to identify the conflict between Lippmann and 

Dewey in a distorted manner. “Challenging Lippmann’s 

thesis that democracy must rely,” he wrote, “on experts 

and insiders because the omnicompetence of the citizen 

was an illusion, Dewey proposed an alternative.”15 This 

is not quite right. Not only did Dewey concede that the 

“public” was at present a phantom, but he also grant-

ed that citizens could not dispense with discriminating 

reliance on relevant experts. Reliance on experts does 

not in itself constitute rule by experts. Even more to the 

point, Dewey never doubted the importance or salience 

of expertise. He was as much as any other intellectual ap-

palled by the arrogance16 of “know nothings” who prided 

themselves on their ignorance and took their admitted 

lack of formal knowledge to provide them with a unique 

qualification for making intelligent decisions. The ideal of 

intelligence championed by Dewey was after all social: 

the isolated citizen was incompetent, the communal in-

telligence of a critical mass of widely scattered, but pub-

13 “The evils of the church that now is are,” R. W. Emerson as-
serted in his Divinity School Address, “manifest. What shall we 
do, I confess, all attempts to establish a Cultus with new rites 
and forms, seem to me vain. Faith makes us, and not we it, and 
faith makes its own forms” (1982, p. 126). 
14 Dewey, A Common Faith (LW 9, 40). Cf. Giovanni Maddalena.
15 Eldridge, Transforming Experience, p. 77.
16 “Where Dewey was worried,” as Eldridge perceptively notes, 
“about despair, Niebuhr was worried about arrogance” (1998, 
p. 53). He is endorsing here an interpretation put forth by Rob-
ert Westbrook. See Robert B. Westbrook, Dewey and American 
Democracy (1991), p. 530. Of course, Dewey was also worried 
about arrogance. On his own terms, he arguably should have 
been as concerned with arrogance as despair, possibly more 
appreciative of the forms of arrogance bound up with the rapid 
ascendancy of American power.

licly integrated individuals17 alone provides a rough ap-

proximation of the requisite competence for democratic 

governance. Even individuals thinking in concert with 

one another fall far short of omnicompetence, but only 

such individuals approximate the competence requisite 

for political self-rule.

Citizens cannot govern themselves without having 

recourse to information and insight only obtainable from 

experts (e.g., climate, disease, and population scientists). 

To repeat, reliance on such expertise does not entail rule 

by the experts. They are being enlisted by citizens as con-

sultants and practices of consultations call for more crit-

ical attention than they have tended to garner in either 

Dewey’s day or our own. At the risk of stepping too quick-

ly into the next two sections, such practices might involve 

an unrecognized spiritual discipline18 and, no less, a ritual 

character. “Rule by the experts” is a red herring. Reliance 

on experts helps to define the terms within which any 

intelligent debate about our inescapable dependence on 

relevant expertise must be carried out. 

The distinctively democratic character of Lippmann’s 

approach begins to come into focus when we recall his 

principled opposition to uninformed populism. Arguably, 

what was dangerous in his own day is even more so in 

our time. Thus, our own trepidation about such populism 

ought to be no less than his. If anything, it ought to be 

greater.  

In Lippmann’s judgment, the expert “is there to 

represent the unseen [and the unheard]. He represents 

people who are not voters, functions of voters that are 

not evident [likely to these voters themselves or anyone 

else], events that are out of sight, mute people, unborn 

17 That is, individuals who by virtue of their practical conscious-
ness of shared problems constitute themselves as a public, by 
seeing their lives, actions, and concerns being intertwined with 
those of their “neighbors,” no matter how far-flung or distant 
these neighbors might geographically be. Geographical dis-
tance does not entail either ethical indifference or political ir-
relevance.
18 Cf. Reinhold Niebuhr, Major Works on Religion and Politics 
(2015), 329. The text to which I am referring here is specifically 
found in Moral Man and Immoral Society. 
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people, relations between things and persons [cf. Bruno 

Latour’s The Politics of Nature: How to Bring the Sciences 

into Democracy]. He [the expert] has a constituency of 

intangibles.”19 Lippmann does not intend the authority of 

the expert to replace that of the citizen. He rather wants 

voices other than a minority to be heard in the rough-

and-tumble debates regarding contemporary issues. 

Who, if anyone, speaks for generations yet to be born? 

Who, if anyone, speaks for those so systematically dis-

enfranchised as to be thoroughly disaffected? At every 

critical juncture, the voice of the people is hardly any-

thing more than that of an effectively organized, very 

well-funded minority committed to advancing its inter-

ests at the expense of the interests of other groups. In 

the U.S., for instance, less than 25% of eligible voters can 

impose its will on the nation and the presidential candi-

date without a majority of the popular vote, with (to re-

peat) a comparatively small percent of the endorsement 

of eligible voters, can proclaim an incontestable mandate 

to drive the nation in the direction of policies rejected 

in some instances by roughly 75 percent of the eligible 

voters and far more or those who are citizens but not yet 

eligible to vote.20 

If anything is a false dichotomy, it is the disjunction 

between rule by the people and rule by experts. People 

are in countless instances themselves expert in some 

fields, whereas however effective populist demagogues 

might be in marshalling resentment and anger toward 

the elite, they themselves both rely on experts and are 

themselves in most cases examples of individuals who 

have gone to elite institutions and, as a result, enjoy an 

19 Lippmann, Public Opinion (1977 [1922], 241. Quoted by Mi-
chael Schudson, “The public, media, and the limits of democ-
racy: Re-examining the Lippmann-Dewey ‘debate’” (2019). See 
Dewey’s favorable review of this book. MW 13, 337-44. First 
published in New Republic, 30 (1922), 286-88. Also, see “Prac-
tical Democracy. Review of Walter Lippmann’s The Phantom 
Public” in LW 2, 213-20. First published in New Republic, 45 (2 
December 1925), 52-54.
20 While it is parochial of me to focus on the U.S., the structural 
flaws of our institutional arrangement have, I suspect, their coun-
terpart in the flaws observable in other institutional frameworks 
(i.e., in the U.K., France, Germany, Russia, Japan, and China).

elite status in American culture. An elitist in populist’s 

clothing is simply the contemporary (dis)guise of a wolf 

in sheep’s clothing.

We as citizens desperately need expertise from a 

wide range of disciplines, covering an even broader 

spectrum of complex issues (in no small part, complex 

because they are intertwined, also – as Lippmann em-

phasized – complex because they are in a sense “invis-

ible”21). In “The Social Value of the College Bred,” Wil-

liam James argued, “the narrowest trade or professional 

training does something more for a man than to make a 

skillful practical tool of him – it makes him also a judge 

of other men’s skills.” It helps individuals acquire “a criti-

cal sense,” one enabling them to discern “the difference 

[in general] between second-rate and first-rate work,” 

and not only in their specific branch of employment. 

For James, then, “even the humblest manual trade may 

beget in one a certain small degree of power to judge 

of good work generally.” After making this point, James 

poses the question at the heart of his address22: How can 

you know a good man when you see him?23 Citizens need 

to be able to distinguish charlatans from persons of in-

tegrity, quacks from experts. In the opening decade of 

the last century, James noted: the critics of democracy 

stress that “its preference are inveterately for the infe-

rior.” “Vulgarity enthroned and institutionalized” is what 

he observed, “elbowing everything superior from the 

highway.”24 “Nothing future is quite secure … and de-

mocracy as a whole may undergo self-poisoning,” most 

effectively when the poison is taken to be the medicine 

21 See, e.g., Lippman, Public Opinion, p. 11.
22 “The Social Value of the College-Bred” was originally given as 
an address to the Quarter-Centennial Meeting of the Associa-
tion of Collegiate Alumnae (what is now called the American As-
sociation of University Women) at Radcliffe College (November 
7, 1907) and shortly thereafter published in McClure’s Magazine 
(#30, February 1908), 419-22. It is ironic that James concludes 
this address by pointing to “McClure’s Magazine, the American 
Magazine, Collier’s Weekly, and, its fashion, the World’s Work” 
as “a popular university” (1987, 111-12), being nothing less than 
“formidable competitors outside” the formal institutions of 
higher education in the U.S.
23 “The Social Value of the College-Bred,” 106, 108.
24 Op. cit., 109.
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of “freedom” in one of its spurious forms. A good woman 

or man is good in no small part in the ability of that indi-

vidual to recognize the relevant goodness of other hu-

man beings, including the virtue, intelligence, and indeed 

expertise of those others (cf. Jefferson).

What Dewey appreciated appears to be ignored by 

Deweyans today, the detail into which Lippmann goes 

in both analyzing the roots of the problems confronting 

a practical approximation of representative democracy 

and offering possible remedies to these deeply rooted 

problems.

What Deweyans must do today is simply begin to 

match Lippmann’s detailed analyses and recommenda-

tions about the specific roles of varied experts in gov-

ernmental deliberations. What Dewey himself did was 

admire just how detailed and, for the most part, con-

structive were Lippmann’s analyses and recommenda-

tions.25 His misgivings about the possible implications 

of Lippmann’s deeply informed position were possibly 

surpassed by his appreciation of the detail with which 

this position was articulated.

Concessions to Reinhold Niebuhr

The previous section was the easy part – now for the hard 

one. It is one thing to make the case for Dewey conceding 

more ground to Lippmann, while it is quite another trying 

to do this regarding Niebuhr. Admitting experts into a dem-

ocratic polity should not be controversial; acknowledging 

anything approximate to the innate fallenness of the hu-

man animal cannot appear to Deweyans today as anything 

but highly contentious. What benefit for Dewey could 

there be in taking seriously what traditional theology in 

certain dominant Western traditions has stressed as much 

as divine goodness, “original sin” or human fallenness?

Indeed, Dewey’s Human Nature and Conduct invites 

us to read it as a thoroughgoing repudiation of this tra-

25 See, e.g., his review of Public Opinion. MW 13, 337-44.

ditional notion. It opens with a proverb: “Give a dog a 

bad name and hang him” (MW 14, 4).26 Human nature 

has been the proverbial dog, and “consequences accord 

with the proverb.” In the same Introduction which opens 

with this saying, we encounter the arresting expression 

“a pathology of goodness” (Dewey MW 14, 6; Dewey cf. 

LW 2, 341). We might act morally for admirable reasons, 

but we might also do so for not only ignoble but also sick 

reasons (such is the force of pathology in this context).27 

Indeed, conventional morality might be a pathological 

affair to a far greater extent than even skeptical observ-

ers of the human scene are disposed to admit. Friedrich 

Nietzsche stands out because he proved the exception 

to this tendency. But Dewey no less than Nietzsche and 

Freud appreciated the extent to which conventional 

morality is a pathological affair. Like Freud, but argu-

ably unlike Nietzsche, Dewey also appreciated that the 

difference between customary and reflective morality 

can never be more than relative; it is never absolute (LW 

9, 162).28 “Some degree of reflection must,” Dewey ob-

serves, “have entered occasionally into systems which 

in the main were founded on social wont and use, while 

in contemporary morals, even when the need of crit-

ical judgment is most recognized, there is an immense 

amount of conduct that is merely accommodated to so-

cial usage” (LW 9, 162). 

As Michael Eldridge so helpfully notes, Dewey insisted 

26 An earlier invocation of this British proverb can be found in 
the writings of Cadwallader Colden. See American Philosophers: 
An Anthology, edited by Harris, Pratt, and Waters (Malden, MA: 
Blackwell, 2002), 180. This selection is taken from Joseph L. 
Blau, American Philosophic Addresses 1700-1900 (NY: Columbia 
University Press, 1946).
27 Dewey contends that not only individuals but also societies or 
cultures – indeed nothing less than the human world – can be 
sick. See, e.g., “A Sick World” (MW 15, 42-46). Originally pub-
lished in New Republic, 33 (1923), 217-18. “The world has always 
been,” Dewey alleges, “more or less a sick world. The isles of 
harmony and health with which we dot the map of human histo-
ry are largely constructions of the imagination, cities of refuge 
against present ills. … But it may be doubted f the consciousness 
of sickness was ever so widespread as it is today. Our optimism 
of the cheery word, of sunshine and prosperity is a little too as-
sertive; the lady protests too much. Our recourse to enjoyment 
is a little too fevered and noisy” (MW 15, 42-43 ; cf. LW )
28 See my “Customary Reflection and Innovative Habits” in JSP 
(Colapietro 2011).
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that as philosophers we must begin with “‘the daily detail,’ 

making is meaning ‘clear and coherent’” (1998, 62). He 

stresses this point in the context of contrasting Dewey’s 

approach with Niebuhr’s. I am dubious Michael is entire-

ly fair to Niebuhr.29 It would certainly have been odd for 

Niebuhr to have separated completely the sacred and the 

secular,30 as Dewey allegedly did, rather than sharply dis-

tinguishing them and, furthermore, insisting that the sec-

ular world cannot be made into a sacred sphere in which 

conflicts are eliminated and the destructive tendencies 

of the human animal are eradicated. The important point 

however is the characteristic Deweyan emphasis on the 

apparently small and insignificant details of everyday life. 

He hardly ignored the global context in which everyday 

life must be situated to be understood, but he took the 

quotidian strivings, struggles, defeats, and triumphs to be 

the principal stuff of human existence. 

Charles S. Peirce was much closer to traditional Chris-

tianity than either James or Dewey. He did not hesitate to 

say such things as this: such is the depravity of the human 

heart that it tends to distort what is manifest, to deny 

any power to ideals, and to usurp in its egoism what is 

sacred.31 On this occasion, however, I will appeal to Re-

29 “Judaism is,” Abraham Joshua Heschel insisted, “a theology of 
the common deed, of the trivialities of life, dealing not so much 
with the training for the exceptional as with the management of 
the trivial. The predominant feature in the Jewish pattern of life 
is unassuming, inconspicuous piety rather than extravagance, 
mortification, asceticism. Thus, the purpose seems to be to en-
noble the common” (2021, 77-78). I suspect his dear friend Re-
inhold Niebuhr would unhesitatingly concur with this and take it 
to be description of Christianity as well as Judaism. 
30 “Niebuhr was, from Dewey’s point of view,” as Eldridge rightly 
notes, “a dualist, separating the mundane (or secular) from the 
sacred. But Niebuhr was complicated than this. What made him 
interesting and appealing was his ability to speak in both sacred 
and secular terms” (1998, 62). On this point, Michael was un-
questionably right: Niebuhr did not separate the secular and the 
sacred. He feared certain attempts to sacralize the secular order 
at least as much as he dreaded various endeavors to treat the 
secular world as a fully intelligible sphere apart from the always 
timely perspective offered by sacred traditions. 
31 The Collected Papers of Charles Sanders Peirce (Cambridge, 
MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1931), 2.149 
(i.e., volume 2, paragraph #149); cf. 2.151. This way of stating 
the matter can be misleading: Peirce was closer to traditional 
Christianity because he was a Christian (if occasionally his qual-
ified his position as “Buddhisto-christian” [see, e.g., 1.673]). See 
Donna M. Orange, Peirce’s Conception of God: Developmental 
Study (Lubbock, TX: Texas Tech Press, 1984); also, Roger Ward, 

inhold Niebuhr rather than Charles Peirce to press this 

point.  The points is this: we are finite, fallible, and argu-

ably fallen beings whose infinite perfectibility is only the 

other side of our infinite corruptibility.

Without question, corruptibility is one thing, corrup-

tion quite another. Niebuhr is committed to making the 

stronger case (we are not merely corruptible: we are in-

escapably fallen). Given the depth and ease with which 

we acquire the pathologies of our time and place (see, 

e.g., Dewey’s “A Sick World”),32 however, this neat dis-

tinction is arguably not as clear and stable as the previous 

sentence implies. For example, we are born into a world 

in which visceral – hence unconscious – racism is one of 

the most salient features of our cultural inheritance. Our 

habits are the bearers of histories about which we are 

largely, if not entirely, unaware. It could not be other-

wise.33 Our natural impulses are variously inordinate, not 

least of all because they are not harmoniously integrat-

ed, also because the very meaning of our most intimate 

impulses – thus, our somatic self-legibility – incorporates 

within these very impulses the responses of others to our 

enactment of them (see especially Dewey’s Human Na-

ture and Conduct [MW 14]). The relationship of the self 

to itself is mediated, indelibly, by the responses of others 

to our spontaneous enactment of our natural impulses 

(grasping for food, suckling at the breast, etc.). Given the 

actual character of the human world, given the inescap-

Peirce and Religion (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2018). Also, 
see John E. Smith’s Purpose and Thought (1978), 166-82.
32 The word “perversity” might be more palatable to natural-
ists than fallenness, sin, or even pathology, but substantively 
the same point is made by, say, Joseph Esposito when he uses 
this term as Niebuhr when he writes of sinfulness. See Joseph L. 
Espositio, Pragmatism, Politics, and Perversity: Democracy and 
the American Party Battle (2012). He is especially good on show-
ing in detail how power concentrated I the hands of parties is 
both a sign and an occasion of corruption or perversity.
33 There are occasions when Dewey himself makes just this 
point. He does so nowhere more dramatically than in “A Sick 
World” (1913; MW 15, 42-46).  It begins to look as though he 
was more concerned with the historical abuses manifest in the 
way the traditional concept of human fallenness has been used 
than with the straightforward acknowledgment of human cor-
ruptibility in its Protean forms. Niebuhr would of course note 
that these abuses are themselves evidence of just what needs 
to be acknowledged.  
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able sickness of virtually any cultural inheritance, the 

formation of bad habits is unavoidable; the reformation 

of deeply ingrained tendencies is very often extremely 

difficult. Naturalists have no need to deny this. In truth, 

their naturalism should encourage them to countenance 

even the most unflattering facts about human beings as 

natural creatures of an incredibly complex constitution, 

making them susceptible to the disfigurations of preju-

dice, insensitivity, indifference, and a wide range of un-

questionable pathologies.

The orthodox (or traditional) doctrine of “original 

sin” is, Niebuhr slyly observed, the only such doctrine 

for which there is overwhelming empirical evidence. Just 

look at human history. He tended to define such sin in 

terms of the inordinate egoism to which human beings 

are ineluctably prone. Such egoism works, in subtle and 

obvious ways, to make others negligible or unreal, even 

in situations when they are manifestly present and unar-

guably real.34 

Please note this is an attempt by Niebuhr to make our 

inescapable fallennness, to some extent, into an explana-

tory category.35 If we proceed cautiously, however, there 

is, first of all, a descriptive claim (we are corrupt beings, 

however such a condition is to be explained) and a pur-

ported explanation or least, the implied demand for the 

beginning of an adequate explanation. My aim is to con-

sider, however provisionally, only the descriptive claim, 

34 In “Experience,” Emerson urges: “Let us be poised, and wise, 
and our own, to-day. Let us treat the men and women well; treat 
them as if they were real, perhaps they are real” (1982; Ziff [ed.], 
295; emphasis added). This is integral to his emphasis on “the 
present hour,” the need to “set up the strong present tense” 
297).
35 “The sinfulness of man, the corruption of his heart, his self-
love and love of power, when referred to as causes,” are Dew-
ey notes in A Common Faith, “precisely of the same nature as 
was the appeal to abstract powers (which in fact only redupli-
cated under a general name a multitude of particular effects) 
that once prevailed in physical ‘science’” (LW 9, 51). “Religion 
is [however],” as Randall stresses, “no more a way f explaining 
things than is art or political activity: explanation is not the 
function of these [cultural] enterprises” (1968, 104). Regarding 
art and religion, I would say (and I take myself to be in accord 
with Randall and Smith in doing so) that one of their functions 
is to illuminate, broaden, and deepen our understanding. While 
they are cognitive endeavors in this sense, they are fundamen-
tally different from those aiming at causal explanation.  

not to insist upon the explanation advanced by Niebuhr 

or anyone else. 

Our corruptibility is such that given the world into 

which we our born we are to some extent corrupted (or 

fallen). At times, Dewey pits the method of intelligence 

against the “method” of such things as “institutional 

force, custom, and illusion” (“Intelligence & Power”: Lat-

er Works, volume 9, 107) or the “method” of tradition, 

institution, and superstition. At other times, however, he 

readily grants that intelligence operates in and through 

traditions or institutions or customs. Let’s push illusion 

and superstition to the side. Intelligence is not necessar-

ily anything to be pitted against traditions, institutions, 

and customs. Quite the contrary. In The Public & Its Prob-

lems, for example, Dewey asserts: “The level of action 

fixed by embodied intelligence is always the important 

thing” (LW 2, 366). Experimental intelligence as it is em-

bodied in the intergenerational community of experi-

mental inquirers is indeed “the important thing.” Though 

at times Dewey pitted intelligence against tradition, his 

considered view is, in my judgment, that “experimental 

science” is itself an evolved and evolving tradition (LW 

11, 117). Apart from the embodiment of intelligence 

in our habits and artifacts, as these are conserved and 

refined in our traditions and institutions, human intelli-

gence is an altogether ephemeral and ineffective affair 

(see, e.g., Human Nature and Conduct: MW 14, 19).36 

A sense of piety underlies Dewey’s commitment to 

intelligence. This is his word, not an imposition by me. Al-

low me to quote in full the passage in which he forcefully 

expresses this sense. 

36 “Goods are,” he readily acknowledged in Experience and Na-
ture, “of grace not of ourselves. He is a dangerous churl who 
will not gratefully acknowledged … the help that sustains him” 
(LW 1, 44; cf. 90). While it might seem as though Dewey is only 
reporting on a central feature of classical Greek culture, I read 
him as doing more than this: he is, endorsing such “piety.” Even 
earlier, he in Human Nature and Conduct, fully admitted: “It is 
of grace not of ourselves that we live civilized [or intelligence] 
lives. There is a sound sense in the old pagan notion that grati-
tude is the root of all virtue” (MW 14, 19).
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The essentially irreligious attitude is that which 
attributes human achievement and purpose 
to man in isolation from the world of physical 
nature and his fellows. Our successes are de-
pendent upon the co-operation of nature [just 
as our “individual” ones are dependent on the 
co-operation of others]. The sense of the dignity 
of human nature is as religious as is the sense of 
awe and reverence when it rests upon a sense of 
human nature as a cooperating part of a larger 
whole. Natural piety is not of necessity either a 
fatalistic acquiescence in natural happenings or 
a romantic idealization of the world. … Such piety 
is an inherent constituent of a just perspective in 
life. (LW 9, 18).37

Elsewhere Dewey made a case for historical (or cultural) 

piety, not simply natural piety, as he did in the passage 

from A Common Faith just quoted (see, e.g., MW 14, 19; 

LW 1, 44, 90). Moreover, he rejects “militant atheism” 

because it lacks “natural piety” (LW 9, 36). Finally, despite 

this, he argued there, “Any determinate religion as a sep-

arate institution is one thing, the religious as a pervasive 

quality of human experience is quite another” (see espe-

cially LW 9, 8).38 Dewey anticipated being charged with 

trying himself to institute a religion, so he was quick to 

insist: “I am not proposing a religion, rather the emanci-

pation of elements and outlooks that may be called reli-

gious” (LW 9, 8). He desired to provide “an opportunity 

[for the religious] to express itself free from all historic 

encumbrances” (6).

In “The Religion of Shared Experience” (1940), John 

Herman Randall, Jr., whom Eldridge identified as “the 

most significant of Dewey’s religious naturalist critics,” 

was pointed in his critique of his teacher on this point 

(Eldridge 1998, 175). “To free the religious attitude from 

institutional embodiment in any religion sounds like free-

ing art from embodiment in any particular work of art; 

and the religious man who never goes near a religious in-

stitution suggests the musical person who never touches 

37 Cf. Santayana, Chapter 10 of Reason in Religion, volume 3 of 
The Life of Reason.
38 “This [distinction] is so sharply drawn,” Dewey’s friend Max 
Otto noted in a review of A Common Faith, “that it almost seems 
as if Mr. Dewey were saying that every activity in the world may 
take on a religious character, excepting religion” (Otto 1935, 496)

a musical instrument.”39  John E. Smith however insists, 

against Dewey: “It is absurd to suppose that religious in-

stitutions can be discarded as though they performed no 

distinctive function of their own.”40 Whether it is a reli-

gious institution or some other influential institution, rit-

uals of diverse forms and focus are needed to encourage 

religious attitudes in precisely Dewey’s sense. Our sense 

of awe, reverence, mystery, humility, gratitude, and soli-

darity cutting across deep divisions and seemingly intrac-

table estrangements – this sense – needs to be nurtured. 

Such feelings and attitudes certainly might arise willy-nil-

ly, but for them to guide our conduct in the manner Dew-

ey envisions we arguably need to fall back on rituals or 

something akin to them. For instance, to cultivate a sense 

of gratitude – put negatively, to avoid being “dangerous 

churl[s]” (LW 1, 44) –  saying “grace” before partaking of 

a meal might prove effective.

“Since the religious [in contrast to religions] is,” El-

dridge asserts, “a broadening  and deepening of one’s 

life-transforming interests, there are no special, set-

apart interests. There is no need for distinctive rituals, 

revelations, or prayers or for churches, synagogues, tem-

ples, or shrines. The religious occurs in the heightened, 

widened way one goes about living. There is no justifica-

tion for nonsecular [i.e., institutionally religious] pursuits 

or [expressly religious] institutions” (1998 153).

Perhaps we can split the difference here between a 

religious institution and a religious practice (to be sure, 

typically an historically instituted practice, but one pos-

sibly having a life beyond the context of its origin, i.e., 

beyond the framework of a religion). There might truly be 

a need for “distinctive rituals,” but these might operate 

independently from traditional religions.

As Dewey himself notes in A Common Faith, there are, 

in most religions, “rites [or rituals] of communion” along-

39 Randall, “The Religion of Shared Experience” (1940), 137; 
quoted in Eldridge 1998, 176.
40 Smith, Purpose and Thought (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1978), 184; quoted in Eldridge 1998, 176.
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side “those of expiation and propitiation.”41 Consider this 

example. In The Varieties of Religious Experience, James 

recounts Thomas Carlyle’s response to Margaret Fuller’s 

enthusiasm for the universe. Upon hearing that the tran-

scendentalist Fuller was disposed to exclaim, “I accept 

the universe!” Carlyle is reported to have said “By gad, 

she’d better!” As a matter of fact, accepting the universe, 

as it is disclosed in our experience, is no mean feat or easy 

task. Much of traditional philosophy, not only traditional 

religion, has in effect been a refusal to accept the con-

ditions of finitude, fallibility, uncertainty, mortality, and 

much else – that is, an unwillingness to accept the exact-

ing terms imposed by the actual universe into which we 

have been thrown.42 The work of coming to terms with 

the conditions of our existence and endeavors is indeed 

a work and one of its forms is the re-enactment of those 

rituals by which those terms are expressly acknowledged. 

Optimally, this is ongoing, transfigurative work.

Culture in the anthropological, rather than the hon-

orific, sense (culture in the sense in which Dewey was 

committed to using the word) is, as far as anthropolo-

gists are concerned, an affair shot through with rituals.43 

To use culture in their sense and not accord rituals their 

due seems to miss a significant part of this anthropolog-

ical meaning. Whether communities of worship or some 

41 Dewey, LW 9, 18; cf. LW 4, Chapter 1 (“Escape from Evil”), 
wherein Dewey set in sharp contrast “the arts of propitiation” 
and those of control. Here and elsewhere, we see the justifica-
tion for a charge brought against Dewey by Edward L. Schaub 
and in effect by others: “Dewey has at no time, apparently, giv-
en serious attention to empirical investigations of the history of 
religion or of the varieties of religious experience” (1939, 406). 
Had Dewey, he would have attended to the significant details 
of religious practice and, thus, have been saved from drawing 
such crude distinctions as the arts of propitiation and those of 
control. The range of rituals is far more extensive than propitia-
tion, expitiation, mortification, and communion (LW 9, 18). They 
would include rituals of gratitude, acknowledgment, reconcilia-
tion, and much else. 
42 Cf. Sabina Lovibond, Realism and Imagination in Ethics (1983), 
206-209. As she makes clear, the complete acceptance (or ac-
knowledgment) of our embodied condition is an arduous and 
reversible achievement. Also, see of course Stanley Cavell.
43 See, e.g., Catherine Bell, Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions 
(1997); also, the work of the anthropologist E. Valentine Dan-
iel, who was profoundly influenced by Peirce (see especially 
Charred Lullabies: Chapters in an Anthropology of Violence 
(1996).

other institutions provide us with the means of formally 

and repeatedly acknowledging, say, our gratitude or our 

sense of reverence for the matrix (the womb) whence we 

sprang is far less important than the acknowledgment of 

the need for rituals serving the indispensable function of 

nurturing religious attitudes. Is the distinction between 

the religious, as an adjective, and religions, as a noun, not 

in danger of hardening into a dualism, moreover, is it not 

the exaltation of such attitudes conjoined to the means 

by which they are inculcated an instance of separating 

ends (or ideals) from means (or instrumentalities)?

As we have already seen, Michael Eldridge is emphat-

ic. There are, he insists, “no special, set-apart interests. 

There is no need for distinctive rituals, revelations, or 

prayers or for churches, synagogues, temples, or shrines. 

The religious occurs in the heightened, widened way one 

goes about living. There is no justification for nonsecular 

[i.e., institutionally religious] pursuits or [expressly reli-

gious] institutions” (Eldridge 1998, 153). Dewey might 

have actually been more conciliatory or at least equiv-

ocal on the possibly continuing relevance of traditional 

religions. But Mike was taking no prisoner. His brief for 

secularity, however endangered, perhaps a stronger case 

can be made for distinctive rituals in and outside the 

context of temples, mosques, churches, and other des-

ignated place of traditional worship.  “Whatever Dewey’s 

thought was,” Eldridge was convinced, “‘religious’ does 

not capture it except in a very restrictive sense.’ Indeed, 

“once one makes the necessary qualifications there does 

not seem to be much point in calling Dewey religious” 

(1998, 167). Perhaps. There however still might be point 

and purpose in recognizing the felt need for an explicit 

acknowledgment of dimensions or qualities of experi-

ence traditionally associated with, and, however corrupt-

ly, formally cultivated by some religious institutions. On 

this occasion, I only want to focus on the indispensability 

of rituals. As Randall suggests, “religious practices [and 

the emphasis must fall on practices] are a lens rather 

than a mirror, bringing men’s feelings and desires into 



20

Pragmatism Today Vol. 13, Issue 2, 2022
“Practices of Freedom”: Pragmatic Reflections on a Foucaultian Theme 
Vincent M. Colapietro

sharper focus (1968, 22; emphasis added), also helping 

to provide a more expansive and just perspective on the 

natural world as a human abode. Let’s use practices of 

ritual as such a lens.

Concession to Randall and Smith

Dewey is curious in having so decisively taken what might 

be called an anthropological turn without having attend-

ed with sufficient care to the anthropological details of 

everyday life.44 He was unquestionably a philosopher of 

the quotidian, even if he typically did not give sufficient 

weight to such anthropological details of daily existence 

as storytelling and ritual. Like most pragmatists, he had 

a somewhat impoverished view of human practices.45 

Of course, storytelling can itself be a ritual and, in turn, 

rituals often possess their full significance only in the 

narrative context in which they have taken shape and 

continue to evoke (e.g., the context of being led out of 

captivity of that of having survived a catastrophe). In any 

event, everyday life offers countless examples of our “ir-

repressible” tendency to cast actions and events in the 

form of a story (LW 9, 40) and, no less, our deeply rooted 

propensity to avail ourselves of significant forms allied to 

such crucial functions as recollection, acknowledgment, 

and gratitude. Significant events, including horrific ones, 

demand to be remembered,46 just as they deserve to be 

communally marked in an appropriate and subtle manner. 

As a first step, but only as such, “the key to under-

standing the holy [or sacred] is,” as Smith notes in Experi-

ence and God, “is to be found in the contrast between the 

ordinary [or profane] activities of human life – waking, 

nourishing ourselves, working, replenishing our energy 

through taking rest and recreation – and those special 

times or junctures that are set apart from the ordinary 

44 Amartya Sen, Home in the World (2021), 351.
45 See my “Toward a Pragmatist Account of Human Practices.” 
Nóema: Rivista online di filosofia, 30 (Colapietro 2022). 
46 See, e.g., Edith Wyschogrod, An Ethics of Remembering: Histo-
ry, Heterology, and the Nameless Ones (1998); also, Brad Vivian.

course of events and ‘celebrated’ as having some mean-

ing and seriousness about them” (1995, 57). Virtually all 

human cultures somehow set about these extraordinary 

times from the rest of life. This is especially so since they 

convey “a sense of awe and mystery” (60). Think a new 

life being welcomed by a family or a death mourned by 

those who loved the deceased. The very marking of this 

distinction can however work to blur and perhaps even 

erase it. For even the simple act of taking nourishment 

can, for instance, be celebrated in a manner appropriate 

to it.  

Accordingly, beyond communally marking extraordi-

nary events by ritual celebrations, rituals might serve a 

seemingly far humbler yet truly critical function. If Hegel 

could discern in the act of a modern person reading the 

newspaper an instance of prayer, we ought to be able to 

discern in any number of acts a variety of rituals. The ori-

gin of many, perhaps most, of these rituals can be traced 

to one or another religion, though their function can in 

some instances, at least, transcend the context of their 

origin. Rituals of gratitude, acknowledgment, and recol-

lection might function, especially at this point in our his-

tory, more effectively apart from those contexts.

For example, the Buddhist practices of mindfulness 

cannot be completely assimilated to the Deweyan vision 

of inquiry. But everyday efforts to quiet oneself, to ex-

tract oneself from the frenzied distractions so character-

istic of contemporary life, are needed as much as intel-

ligent discrimination of the cultural factors (LW 2, 321). 

Taking time each day simply to breathe slowly, to empty 

one’s mind of anxieties and dreads, to work toward ac-

quiring a sense that everything that’s here is here and 

what is needed can be crafted out of what is ready to 

hand (Eastman 1959, 257), can assume the efficacious 

form of a daily ritual of immense importance. Our im-

patience for liberty can find more than expression in 

the barely recognized rituals of everyday life. It can find 

nothing less than the quite real if necessarily slight free-
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dom attainable by the human animal.47 Distinctive rituals, 

symbols, and narratives might assist us in attaining such 

freedom and exercising it properly.48

Taking Stock

To repeat, what I have been proposing here are what I 

take to be friendly amendments. Of course, I realize that 

they are likely not going to be received as such by most 

contemporary defenders of Deweyan pragmatism. Even 

so, nothing in pragmatic naturalism necessitates an im-

mediate dismissal of these proposed concessions.49 As 

I see it, much should prompt thoughtful advocates to a 

serious consideration of the substantive issues. Allied 

with this, much should invite us to re-read or, in some 

instances, simply to read the relevant texts (at the very 

least, e.g., Lippmann’s The Phantom Public and Pub-

lic Opinion, Niebuhr’s Moral Man and Immoral Society: 

A Study in Ethics and Politics and The Children of Light 

and the Children of Darkness: A Vindication of Democra-

cy and a Critique of Its Traditional Defense, some of the 

anthropological literature on the most ubiquitous forms 

of ritual practice). Offering an uncompromising critique 

of the traditional defense of American democracy does 

not make one an enemy of democracy, at least when 

that critique is framed as Lippman and Niebuhr. Their cri-

tiques of the traditional defenses of democratic practice 

are offered in the hope of a fuller realization of a demo-

cratic ethos, one realistically attuned to the finitude and 

corruptibility of human beings. They are not enemies of 

democracy (to charge them of this is slanderous) but un-

compromising contributors to the immanent critique of 

American democracy.

47 In Human Nature and Conduct, Dewey in effect describes hu-
man conduct as “the flickering acts of separate selves” (MW 14, 
227) and, even when conjoined with those of other selves, are 
mostly slight affairs in the cosmic scheme.
48 See John E. Smith’s treatment of autonomy in the context of 
his explication of secularization (1995, 183-87).
49 See John Ryder, The Things in Heaven and Earth: An Essay 
in Pragmatic Naturalism (2013); also, John J. Stuhr, Pragmatic 
Fashions (2016).

One of the threads connecting the three main sec-

tions of this essay is the need for a more realistic reck-

oning with the human condition. What Lippmann in one 

context, Niebuhr in another, and Randall, Smith, and 

others in a third press upon the Deweyan pragmatist are 

concessions to be made in the name of realism. To be 

sure, Dewey was no utopian. He was moreover less san-

guine in his private reflections than his public personae. 

But he could not avoid sounding naïve or unrealistic in 

the ears of thinkers such as Lippman, Niebuhr, and oth-

ers. His critics judged his anti-utopian meliorism to have 

itself made too many concessions to the very traditions, 

structures, and regimes from which his progressivism 

ought to have helped us extricate ourselves. From the 

viewpoint of those on the left, his hasty, if not entirely 

consistent, rejection of “violent” revolution made Dewey 

appear to commit what he himself condemned, willing 

the end without willing the means for its attainment. 

From that of those on his right, he seemed to be largely 

oblivious to the actual workings of political power. While 

he was better than either side claimed, he opened him-

self to such critiques not only because of somewhat fuzzy 

formulations of his basic position50 but also because of an 

unwillingness to grant the legitimacy or force of some of 

the criticisms pressed by Lippmann, Niebuhr, and even 

friendlier interlocutors. I can quote chapter and verse to 

show the many places where Dewey breaks a lance for 

a realistic reckoning with the human condition. But the 

problem does not fall entirely with the failure of Dew-

ey’s critics; he is to some extent at fault. The manifold 

abuses of the of concept human nature despite entitling 

one of his major works Human Nature and Conduct, it is 

impossible not to discern a deep ambivalence on Dew-

ey’s part toward human nature (cf. Midgley). He was too 

honest a thinker simply to jettison this concept, but too 

50 On countless occasions, his formulations could be precise, 
rigorous, and even eloquent. But too often his later writings es-
pecially fell short of the requisite precision, detail, and depth 
needed to be persuasive to those not already sympathetic to 
his position.
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much of a historicist and pluralistic to posit a static, im-

mutable essence underlying the manifest, variable forms 

of recognizably human lives.51 But he never doubted that 

however mutability might be the native tendencies or im-

pulses of the human animal, they are ineradicable. Dew-

ey acknowledged that “there are always intrinsic forces 

of a common human nature at work; forces which are 

sometimes stifled by the encompassing social medium 

but which also in the long course of history are always 

striving to liberate themselves and to make over social in-

stitutions so that the latter [these institutions] may form 

a freer, more transparent and more congenial medium 

for their operation” (MW 14, 230).52  

Whatever else is true of our Lebensform, it is plural 

(even a single form of life has within itself a plurality of 

forms, never completely integrated or harmonized). Leb-

ensformen are ordinarily recognizable across deep and 

multifarious differences. Whatever else might be true 

51 In “Does Human Nature Change?” (1938), Dewey readily ad-
mits, “to put this question in its proper perspective, we have 
first to recognize the sense in which human nature does not 
change. I do not think it can be shown that the innate needs of 
men have changed since man became man or that there is any 
evidence that they will change so long as man is on the earth.” 
“By ‘needs,’” he goes on to explain, “I mean the inherent de-
mands that men make because of their constitution. Needs for 
food and drink and for moving about” are examples of such de-
mands. But there are also “other things no so directly [or ob-
viously] physical,” “equally engrained in human nature”: “the 
need for some kind of companionship; the need for exhibiting 
energy [or displaying vitality]; for bringing one’s power to bear 
upon surrounding conditions; the need for both cooperation 
with and emulation of one’s fellows for mutual aid and combat 
alike; the need for some sort of aesthetic expression or satis-
faction; the need to lead and to follow, etc.” (LW 13, 286). One 
might quarrel with this or that item of this list, but Dewey makes 
here a compelling case for what he in another context identifies 
as “a common human nature” (MW 14, 230). But he stresses the 
mutable and diverse ways in which these constitutional needs 
are fulfilled; and, at least by implication, also the fact that what 
constitutes the “nature” of the human animal is only identifi-
able in reference to human history. Hence, Dewey emphasizes 
mutability and historicity, not the immutable character of our 
constitutional needs. Moreover, he was acutely aware how in-
vocations of the concept of human nature have been used to 
thwart efforts at reform, also to condemn practices running 
counter to the consolidated force of customary morality (prac-
tices significantly bound up with emancipatory movements – to 
name but three examples, the abolition of chattel slavery, the 
recognition of homosexual love, and the enfranchisement of fe-
male citizens). See, e.g., “‘Contrary to Human Nature’” (1940), 
LW 14, 258-61.
52 This passage is found in the Foreword to the 1930 Modern 
Library Edition of Human Nature and Conduct (MW 14, 228-30).

of the dramatically different forms of human life, an un-

canny mixture of strangeness and familiarity (frequently 

familiarity to the point of kinship) confronts us whenever 

we encounter ones different from our own (even ones 

only slightly different). 

Nothing is lost by conceding to Walter Lippmann a 

robust role for diverse experts in any democratic poli-

ty, including American democracy (granting them such 

a role does not entail relinquishing authority to them).53 

It rather secures for the ordinary citizen the experiential 

basis for a legitimate claim to political sovereignty, that 

is, the sovereignty of the individual. No commitment is 

deeper than Dewey’s adherence to the view that “com-

mon experience is capable of developing within itself 

methods which will secure direction for itself and will 

create inherent standards of judgment and value” (LW 1, 

41). But common experience is no insular affair, for it is 

nourished and animated by a variety of sources, not least 

of all by information, illimitation, and insights obtainable 

only from experts. 

Equally, nothing is arguably lost by conceding less be-

grudgingly to Reinhold Niebuhr the destructive tenden-

cies of the human animal. Dewey is certainly right when 

he insists on the ways in which despair of this world has 

53 “Of course, the expert organization for which Mr. Lippmann 
calls is,” Dewey grants, “inherently desirable. There is no ques-
tioning that fact. But his argument seems to me to exaggerate 
the importance of politics and political action, and also to evade 
the problem of how the latter is to be effectively directed by 
organized intelligence unless there is an accompanying enlight-
enment of popular opinion, as well as an ex post facto indirect 
instruction” (Dewey MW 13, 344). But Lippmann in fact devot-
ed a significant part of his professional life to educating public 
opinion. As his biographer notes in a Foreword to the republica-
tion of Public Opinion, on completing Public Opinion, Lippmann 
“became editorial director of the World, the New York daily that 
was the leading liberal journal of its time. There, for nine years 
until the paper’s demise, he wrote an editorial nearly every day 
for the man on the street. In 1931 he became a syndicated news-
paper columnist, appearing in hundreds of newspapers until his 
retirement thirty-six years later. Virtually inventing the serious 
newspaper column, he exerted an immense influence on the 
millions of readers who relied on him to explain and interpret 
the great issues of the day. This was not the mark of a man who 
disdained the public or the average reader” (Steele1997, xvi). Is 
it unfair to suggest what Dewey clumsily tried to achieve with 
“Thought News” Lippman so dramatically achieved in his pro-
fessional career as newspaper writer? (See Jeremiah Dyehouse 
on Dewey and “Thought News”).  
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conspired to make the world an even more uninhabitable 

place than it might have been. But at times he makes the 

very point which he at other times he so strenuously re-

sists: “The position of natural intelligence is that there 

exists a mixture of good and evil, and that reconstruction 

in the direction of the good … must take place … through 

continued cooperative effort” (LW 9, 32). At every turn, 

such intelligence is forced to recognized that which must 

be shunned or circumvented or neutralized or, if pos-

sible, eradicated. In this regard, the position of natural 

intelligence is no different from that of the traditional 

wisdom of some historical religions.  

Finally, nothing is lost by conceding to such thinkers 

as John Herman Randall, Jr., and John E. Smith that bare-

ly perceptible rituals are significant features of everyday 

life. Dewey himself advocated the need to cultivate feel-

ings of gratitude (see especially LW 1, 44, 90). Naturalistic 

piety no less than religious piety of a traditional form re-

quires appropriate rituals. Deprived of culturally appro-

priate rites of passage, adolescents will haphazardly and 

unconsciously devise reckless and ineffective ones.

Indeed, much is, in my judgment, gained by a deeper 

reckoning with the abiding need for ordinary persons to 

confess their ignorance and consult in a critical manner 

those who by the most reliable methods have obtained 

pertinent information; with the manifest tendency of the 

human animal to destroy itself as consistently as its en-

emy; and, finally, with repetitions rising above the level 

of habits, assuming the status of nothing less than ritu-

als. Such concessions do not compromise or disfigure 

Dewey’s naturalism. Rather they aid in the growth of an 

orientation rooted, more deeply than anything else, in 

an appreciation of growth. It would certainly be ironic if 

Dewey’s own philosophy proved resistant to growth along 

lines commensurate with his deepest commitments. 

The acknowledgment of something analogous to fall-

enness does not resurrect “the great drama of human 

sin and final judgment in redemption or condemnation” 

(Dewey, LW 9, 71)54 It simply forces us to confront our ar-

rogance and inhumanity. Such acknowledgment need not 

lead to despair. The failures resulting from our unwilling-

ness or inability to confront squarely our arrogance and 

inhumanity, our destructiveness and capriciousness, are 

much more likely to lead to despair than what courage 

and resolve reveal about the darker impulses of the hu-

man psyche. We carry chaos within ourselves. Niebuhr’s 

quip has not only point but punch – original sin is the only 

religious dogma for which there is overwhelming empir-

ical evidence. Do we Deweyans not prove ourselves to 

be dogmatists by our unwillingness to consider,55 even 

provisionally, the possibility that our psyches are marred 

by tendencies for which our explanations seem anything 

but adequate?56 Does not Dewey himself at least occa-

sionally force us to confront deeply rooted pathologies? 

Indeed, does not he press the point in “A Sick World,”, 

stressing “all cheap short cuts which avoid recognition of 

basic causes have to be paid for at a great price” (MW 

15, 44)? Lest we fail to see why this is so, he spells its 

out for us: “The greatest cost is that palliative and re-

medial measures put off the day in which fundamental 

causal factors are faced and constructive action under-

taken. They perpetuate the domination of life by reverie, 

54 This sentence is found in “Unity and Progress” (1933), an es-
say in which Dewey is directly reply to criticisms levelled against 
him by Niebuhr.
55 “The only thing ruled out is,” Dewey insisted in “The Case for 
Bertrand Russell” (1940), “the dogmatism and intolerance that 
would forbid discussion” (LW 14, 234).
56 There is an important and illuminating literature on evil – e.g., 
Mary Midgley’s Wickedness (1984), Alain Badiou’s Ethics: An 
Essay on Understanding Evil (2001 [original French text 1993]), 
Richard J. Bernstein’s Radical Evil (2002), Terry Eagleton’s On 
Evil (2010), and Claudia Card’s The Atrocity Paradigm (2002) and 
Confronting Evil: Terrorism, Torture, Genocide (2010). Intersect-
ing with this, there is of course a significant and indispensable 
literature on the Holocaust and other instances of genocide. 
It is instructive that Bernstein in Radical Evil devotes chapters 
to Kant, Hegel, Schelling, Nietzsche, Freud, Levinas, Jonas, 
and Arendt, but none to Peirce, James, Dewey, or Mead. But 
see Bruce Wilshire’s Get ‘Em All! Skill ‘Em All!: Genocide, Ter-
rorism, Righteius Communities (2005). It is equally instructive 
that most “Americanists” are unfamiliar with the literature on 
evil; at least, essays on evil rarely appear in such journals as The 
Transactions of the Charles S. Peirce Society and The Pluralist, 
though they do appear in The Journal of Speculative Philosophy. 
It is only appropriate for me to disclose that I am still formally 
associated with JSP, though no longer co-editor.
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magic, superficiality and evasion; they perpetuate, that 

is, the sickness of the world” (MW 15, 44). In order to be 

faced, the causes of our sicknesses and pathologies need 

first to be identified. And in this we are, as Dewey does 

to hesitate to assert, still children. The immaturity of our 

self-understanding can hardly be exaggerated.

There are depths and dimensions to our lives which 

we have not yet fathomed. Accordingly, let us in humil-

ity57 acknowledge this and not reject out of hand what 

this or that traditional understanding, stripped of its 

excesses and otherworldliness, might enable us to see 

more clearly. 

What each of these concessions makes available to 

the Deweyan pragmatist might be subsumed under what 

Michel Foucault called “practices of freedom.” Regular 

consultation with experts, forthright confrontation with 

the possibility of fallenness or brokenness, and, finally, 

reliance on rituals to articulate the deeper significance of 

our everyday lives are means by which our more or less 

freed self takes more secure ownership of our defining 

engagements.58 

“The only freedom that is of enduring importance 

is,” according to John Dewey, “freedom of intelligence, 

that is to say, freedom of observation and of judgment 

in behalf of purposes that are intrinsically worth while” 

(LW 13, 39; emphasis added). The practices of freedom 

57 Dewey could not hear in Niebuhr’s repeated insistence on 
human fallenness anything but the arrogance of traditional 
dogmatism, while Niebuhr could not hear in Dewey’s countless 
appeals to communal intelligence anything but the arrogance of 
the insular secularist (insular becomes not in truth receptive to 
the possibility of wisdom being available in poetic form in tra-
dition religions). Niebuhr’s understanding of religion was actu-
ally very close to George Santayana’s view of religion as a form 
of poetry in which profound truths are articulated in anything 
but a literal or straightforward manner. See especially George 
Santayana, “The Poetry of Christian Dogma” and “A Religion 
of Disillusion” in Interpretations of Poetry and Religion (1957).  
Cf. Dewey’s A Common Faith (LW 9, 13). For example, Christian 
scripture confronts us stories of betrayals and seemingly impos-
sible reconciliations as well as enduring ruptures or alienation.  
To understand our lives, we need to confront squarely just how 
treacherous and unreliable is the human animal, also how avail-
able are resources for conciliation and rapprochement.
58 Sethe, one of the characters in Toni Morrison’s Beloved, ob-
serves: “Freeing yourself was one thing; claiming ownership of 
that freed self was another” (1987, 95).

are the means by which freedom of intelligence is culti-

vated. They are however not mere means: their exercise 

in the very context of cultivation ensures the growth of 

such freedom only if this exercise is inherently delight-

ful and fulfilling. That is, practices of freedom are means 

to the cultivation of intellectual freedom only by being 

themselves ends, by being activities undertaken for their 

own sake. If the exercise of intellectual freedom does not 

contribute to its open-ended enhancement, to its own 

self-affirming significance, it is not truly an exercise of 

freedom.59 Consulting experts in a critical manner, con-

fronting our destructiveness in a candid way, and enact-

ing rituals with an unabashed spontaneity might prove 

nothing less than “a patient labor giving form to our im-

patience for liberty” (Foucault 1997, 319).

John Dewey appreciated as well as Michel Foucault 

the abiding need for such patient labor and, moreover, 

for efficacious forms in and through which our cease-

less striving secures, in a given context, opportune ex-

pression, the felt enhancement of the significance of 

present experience.60 The seemingly insignificant “daily 

detail[s]” of our quotidian existence can be inherently 

59 This is another way of asserting what Dewey himself affirmed 
in Reconstruction in Philosophy: “the process of growth, of im-
provement and progress, rather than the static outcome and 
result, becomes the significant thing. Not [for example] health 
as an end fixed once and for all, but the needed improvement in 
health – a continuous process is the end and good. The end is no 
longer a terminus or limit to be reached. It is the active process 
of transforming the existent situation. Not perfection as a final 
goal, but the ever-enduring process of perfecting, maturing, re-
fining is the aim in living. Honesty, industry, temperance, justice, 
like health, wealth, and learning. … are directions of change in 
the quality of experience. Growth itself is the only moral ‘end’” 
(MW 12, 181; emphasis added). Or, as e. e. cummings wrote, “in 
the time of daffodils(who know/the goal of living id to grow),/
forgetting why, remember how” (688). Or, finally, as Nietzsche 
has Zarathustra proclaim: “And life confided this secret to me: 
‘Behold,’ it said, “I am that which must always overcome itself. 
Indeed, you will call it a will to procreate or a drive to an end, 
to something higher, farther, more manifold: but all this is one, 
and one secret” (115). It is the secret of ceaseless self-overcom-
ing (in other words, growth in the Deweyan sense).
60 “If history shows progress,” Dewey stressed, “it can hardly 
be found elsewhere than in this complication and extension of 
the significance found within experience. It is clear that such 
progress brings no surcease, no immunity from perplexity and 
trouble. If we wished to transmute this generalization into a 
categorical imperative we should say: ‘So act as to increase the 
meaning of present experience’” (MW 12, 196).
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fulfilling but are for the most part largely opaque; they 

need to be set in a context far more encompassing than 

the immediate circumstances of everyday life. “The bare 

force” of such circumstances drives us to take into ac-

count what these details do not clearly indicate or imme-

diately disclose, above all, the operations of power struc-

turing the contours of these very circumstances. But the 

“invisible world” to which Lippman refers or the wider 

context apart from which any immediate circumstance 

(or situation) is an incomprehensible affair are to some 

extent uninhabitable. We must time and again return 

to the “rough ground,”61 to everyday situations in their 

deepest significance (a significance better comprehend-

ed for having been envisioned in light of factors and forc-

es beyond those situations I their immediacy). While the 

force of these very circumstances “compels us onwards,” 

in many instances, farther outwards than these circum-

stances themselves, “our deeper thoughts and desires 

return us backwards,” that is, return us to the immediate 

situations of everyday life.62 “When philosophy shall have 

cooperated with the course of events and made clear 

and coherent the meaning of the daily detail,” by situat-

ing the immediate situation in a larger context, “science 

and emotion will,” Dewey suggests in Reconstruction, 

“interpenetrate, practice and imagination will embrace” 

(Dewey MW 12, 201).

The patient labor required to give effective form to 

our impatience for liberty returns us to the here and now 

(cf. Dewey MW 3, 189-90),63 though a present potentially 

61 This is of course an allusion to a famous passage in Ludwig 
Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations (#107).
62 “Philosophy, like all forms of reflective analysis, takes us away, 
for the time being,” Dewey in Experience and Nature notes, 
“from the things had in primary experience as they directly act 
and are acted upon, used and enjoyed. Now the standing temp-
tation of philosophy, as its course abundantly demonstrates, 
is to regard the results of reflection as having, in and of them-
selves, a reality superior to that of the material of any other ode 
of experience” (LW 1, 26). Dewey’s empirical naturalism gathers 
around the resolute resistance to this standing temptation. For 
this and other reasons, he needs to be seen as a philosopher of 
the quotidian (see, again Eldridge 1998, 62, 199).
63 In his centennial celebration of R. W. Emerson’s birth, “Em-
erson – The Philosopher of Democracy,” Dewey stresses the 
difference between Emerson and what is connoted by the term 

more fulfilling because it has been more deeply compre-

hended. It is in this connection, then, that we are in a po-

sition to see just how seriously Dewey intended in Expe-

rience and Nature (1925) his suggestion, “a first-rate test 

of the value of any philosophy … [is]: Does it end in con-

clusions which, when they are referred back to ordinary 

life-experiences and their predicaments, render them 

more significant, more luminous to us, and make our 

dealings with them more fruitful?” Asked from the op-

posite angle, does that philosophy under consideration 

render “the things of ordinary experience more opaque 

than they were before, and in depriving them of having 

in ‘reality’ even the significance they seemed to have 

before?” (LW 1, 18). “The most serious indictment to be 

brought against non-empirical philosophies is that they 

have cast a cloud over the things of ordinary experience” 

(LW 1, 40), so much so that the height of sophistication 

is taken to be the renunciation of life as “a fountain of 

cheer and happiness.” To look beyond everyday life for 

one’s sustaining significance and existential fulfillment is 

in effect to confess one’s despair, specifically that despair 

of “bodies and pleasures” being sufficient unto the day 

and the day after tomorrow (Foucault 1990, 157; cf. Ni-

etzsche 1966, 13, also 31). Even the highest flights of our 

symbolic imagination are tethered to the sensuality and 

eros of our bodies. The throughgoing rejection of Car-

tesian dualism demands nothing less than an insistence 

on a vital link between the symbolic and the sensual, the 

transcendentalist (also, what was exemplified by those who 
tended to fly under this banner). “Emerson’s philosophy has this 
in common with that of the transcendentalists; he prefers to 
borrow from them rather than from others certain pigments 
and delineations. But he finds truth in the highway, in the un-
taught endeavor, the unexpected idea, and this removes him 
from their remoteness. His ideas are not fixed on any Reality 
that is beyond or behind or in any way apart, and hence they do 
not have to be bent. They are versions of the Here and Now, and 
flow freely. The reputed transcendental worth of an overween-
ing Beyond and Away, Emerson, jealous of spiritual democracy, 
finds to be the possession of the unquestionable Present” (MW 
3, 189-90). “Men live, “as Emerson himself puts it,” in their fan-
cy, like drunkards whose hands are too soft and tremulous for 
successful labor. It is a tempest of fancies, and the only ballast I 
know is a respect for the present hour’ (295). “We must accord-
ingly],” he asserts later in this essay, “set up the strong present 
tense against all the rumors of wrath, past or to come” (297).
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severe discipline of intellectual engagement and the irre-

pressible impulses of our erotic psyches. 

Conclusion

No expositor or champion of Dewey appreciated this 

abiding need for patient labor, also the equally pressing 

exigency to embrace the implications of overcoming Car-

tesian dualism, more fully than Michael Eldridge. Such is 

at least what I have tried to render plausible in this es-

say. I know no better way to honor the memory of my 

dear friend and cherished interlocutor Mike Eldridge.64 In 

pressing for concessions to Lippmann, Niebuhr, Randall, 

and others, I would no doubt have raised his hackles. But, 

in doing so, I intend to honor, however obliquely, his un-

pretentious expertise, his own humble sense of our in-

escapable fallibility, and, finally, his likely unrecognized 

rituals of affirmation, acknowledgment, and critical, civil 

engagement with especially rival positions or insistent 

critics, friendly and otherwise. We indeed cannot get 

along very well without such expertise,65 humility, and 

barely perceptible rituals of everyday life as he so singu-

larly exemplified. No concessions to Lippman, Niebuhr, 

and others are needed simply to recognize this; only the 

exemplary lives of those who both can distinguish first-

rate from second-rate work and, moreover, who show 

us in their own endeavors what the master strokes of 

human execution look and indeed smell like.66 For the 

64 Upon its publication, he sent me an inscribed copy of Trans-
forming Experience: John Dewey’s Cultural Instrumentalism. 
In part his inscription read: “Here is something else to have a 
go at”! But Mike understood as well as any philosopher with 
whom I have been acquainted the wisdom in John E. Smith’s 
claim, “what better tribute to a distinguished philosopher can 
one offer than the attempt to think their thoughts after him and 
thus become engaged in a critical way with the problems he has 
faced? We respect most those philosophers we take seriously 
enough to criticize” (1968, 114).
65 It is crucial to recall that this expertise extended to social ac-
tivism, not only historical erudition, hermeneutic skills, or phil-
osophical creativity. He could quote from memory Saul Alinsky 
as well as he could cite John Dewey.
66 “We ought to smell, as it were, the difference in quality in 
men and their proposals when we enter the world of affairs. 
The best claim we can make for the higher education [promised 
by colleges and universities] … is, then, exactly what I said: it 

purpose of transforming experience, not simply offering 

a better theoretical account of experience but providing 

practical resources for such transformation,67 however, 

such concessions might be necessary.68
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