
Upon arrival to chair the Department of Philosophy at the University of Chicago in July 1894, 
John Dewey joined a large, well-funded university in the fastest growing city in the United States 
in the middle of one of the greatest labor struggles in an era of great labor struggles. 



Part of an explosion of practical and utopian experiments that included the 
famous “White City” at the center of the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair, 
Rockefeller’s university and Pullman’s model town also confronted an 
organized labor movement demanding full participation in the life of the city. 







Soon after arriving, Dewey wrote to his wife Alice back in Michigan that “the city 
seems filled with problems holding out their hands and asking somebody to please 
solve them - or else dump them in the lake.  I had no conception that things could 
be so much more phenomenal and objective than they are in a country village, and 
simply stick themselves at you, instead of leaving you to think about them.  The first 
effect is pretty paralyzing, the after effect is stimulating....you can't really get rid 
feeling here that there is a 'method' and if one could only get hold of it things could 
be so tremendously straightened out.”



George Pullman Meets....









…Eugene V. Debs



Laissez-Faire or Intersubjectivity?  Dewey also believed that even in defeat the 
strike had been a great victory for working people, forcing the issue of industrial 
slavery into the open and serving “to get the social organism thinking.”  (see 
Dewey’s colleagues in Chicago) Neither Pullman nor Debs could control the 
strike; both were astounded that what they helped to start might lead to “the 
starvation of a nation” 



The academic world advanced what Lester Ward called “the mind as a social 
factor,” advancing what has been called “reform Darwinism” as an alternative to 
social Darwinism and laissez-faire (i.e. it is perfectly “nature” for the human 
organism to try to consciously manipulate its environment). 

Richard Ely formed 
the American 
Economic 
Association to 
counter laissez-
faire and promote 
reform. Henry 
Carter Adams 
argued that 
property could and 
should be 
regulated in the 
public interest. 
George Herbert 
Mead argued that 
selfhood arose 
from interaction 
with others. 



In his response to Henry Maine’s indictment 
of popular government, Dewey insisted that 
democracy was not the sum of ill-advised 
and selfish individual preferences. We can’t 
see “the popular will” but that does not mean 
it doesn’t exist. It is the non-social individual, 
the individual with everything that makes us 
human stripped away, that doesn’t exist. 
Society is the undeniable fact. 



Dewey’s colleague at Chicago, Albion Small conceived of sociology as an 
“engaged” discipline (not a statistically-minded and speculative one) and insisted 
“that action, not speculation, is the supreme teacher” (305). Thorstein Veblen 
challenged the conception of the person as “a homogeneous globule of desire of 
happiness.” The people were not “passive reactors to stimuli, but...actors for ends” 
(306). Profit and loss did not exhaust human motivations; economic interests were 
always embedded in larger social purposes (“the economic interest does not lie 
isolated and distinct”). We are experimenters in the multi-faceted goods of 
experience.



The intellectual who most profoundly 
shaped Dewey’s thought, however, was a 
practicing rather than an academic 
sociologist.  Addams opposed the boycott 
for philosophical reasons derived from 
her growing faith in democracy.  She had 
abandoned the top-down, do-goodism 
philosophy of Hull House and come to 
believe that it only perpetuated class 
divisions and animosities.  

Hull House on left, Toynbee Hall on right



The problem of democracy was not 
simply to extend the good to all 
classes.  Until “all men and all 
classes contribute to a good,” she 
argued, “we cannot even be sure 
that it is worth having” (312).  



A Modern Lear and Addams’ 
Conversion of Dewey:  In “A Modern 
Lear; An Industrial Tragedy,” Addams 
argued that the Pullman strike 
reflected a conflict between the older 
values of individualism and 
paternalism against the newer values 
of mutuality and self-determination.  
But what made it a tragedy was that 
both sides wanted - needed - the 
same outcome but misunderstood 
one another.  Pullman genuinely 
wanted to be a great man who did 
good, but he left “those ideals 
unconnected with the consent of their 
fellow men.”  The strikers also failed 
to understand how the “new claim on 
the part of the toiling multitude [and] 
the new sense of responsibility on the 
part of the well-to-do, arise in reality 
from the same source” and “logically 
converge into the same movement” 



Big Shoulders, Big Brains in Nature’s 
Metropolis:  Cronon took on the idea of 
Chicago as “nature’s metropolis,” arising on a 
site destined to be a great city. Instead he saw 
Chicago as an act of will and a product of capital 
investment. Garry Wills adds that we must see 
Chicago as the city of big brains as much as big 
shoulders. He urges us to recognize it as a city 
of manic artifice and cultural ambition- seen here 
in that “functionalist” architecture.



“The Unity of Knowledge”: 
Thinking and Doing at the 
Dewey School: Dewey’s 
experimental school at the University 
of Chicago - an experiment in 
philosophy rather than psychology or 
education - came out of his interest in 
his own children, his idea of Chicago 
itself as a laboratory, and his 
educational experiences at Hull 
House and with Jane Addams.  The 
Dewey school, in which learning 
proceeded through practical activity, 
organically linked thinking and doing.  
The school represented one 
application of Addams’ conviction that 
there were no absolute antagonisms, 
neither between capital and labor, nor 
self and society, nor thinking and 
doing. The school also represented 
Dewey’s view of ideas as tools which, 
if they led to bad outcomes, needed 
to be revised.

“Knowledge is a by-product of activity” 



The Reflex Arc Experiments: Dewey argued that abstracting unified experience into 
discrete parts (sensation, idea, response) “breaks continuity and leaves us nothing but a series 
of jerks, the origin of each jerk to be sought outside the process of experience itself.” Actions 
have goals built into them, as in the case of the child reaching out to touch the candle. Rather 
than “seeing and then touching” with some intervening idea coming from (literally?) God knows 
where, the child is “seeing-in-order-to-touch.”  We are not passive reactors to stimuli but active 
experimenters in the goods of experience.

"Neither mere sensation, nor mere movement, can 
ever be either stimulus or response; only an act can 
be that..." (Dewey, 1896, p. 367; 



As Menand puts it, Dewey took Hegel’s idea of the divine Idea working itself out in history 
and turned it into “the unified biological activity of adapting to the environment” (264, 329).  
But I think Dewey had done more. Darwin appeared to have left us with two options.  
Either reject Darwin and cling to a conception of humanity as the working out of a divine 
idea or embrace Darwin and accept humanity as the product of earthy clay, red in tooth 
and claw. Dewey suggested a third option. By placing ideas inside human experience, as 
part and parcel of doing, Dewey showed “how man had evolved into a thoughtful, 
purposeful creature” – a special sort of earthly clay.  



The Reflex Arc 
Experiments: The 
unity of knowledge 
had a second 
meaning. Breaking 
experience down into 
parts (sensation, idea, 
response) “breaks 
continuity and leaves 
us nothing but a series 
of jerks, the origin of 
each jerk to be sought 
outside the process of 
experience itself” 
(328).  

Actions have goals built into them, as in the case of the child reaching out to touch 
the candle.  Rather than “seeing and then touching” with some intervening idea 
coming from (literally?) God knows where, the child is “seeing-in-order-to-touch.”  
The idea is part and parcel of the stimulus and the response - the ideas comes from 
inside of experience, is part of experience.  Dewey took Hegel’s idea of the divine 
Idea working itself out in history and turned it into “the unified biological activity of 
adapting to the environment.”  



Dewey later argued that “when the sentient organism, having experienced natural 
values, good and bad, begins to select, to prefer, and to make battle for its 
preference; and in order that it may make the most gallant fight possible picks out 
and gathers together in perception and thought what is favorable to its aims and 
what hostile, then and there Nature has at last achieved significant regard for good.”



Dewey’s Reconstruction of Philosophy  
Dewey never could understand why 
epistemologists made such a fuss over the “fit” 
between the mind and the world.  No one made a 
similar fuss over the fit between the hand and the 
world, but simply used hands when and in ways 
that worked. He thought the mind no different, 
producing ideas as tools little different from forks 
and spoons.  

A Reunion of Labor and Learning?



John Dewey, Public Intellectual?  
“Philosophy recovers itself,” Dewey 
argued, “when it ceases to be a device 
for dealing with the problems of 
philosophers and becomes a method, 
cultivated by philosophers, for dealing 
with the problems of men.”  Dewey 
practiced what he preached. 

Dewey engaged practical 
issues from the future of 
radio to academic freedom.  
SDS’s analysis of “a politics 
without publics” owed much 
to Dewey’s The Public and Its 
Problems



The Palmer Raids, 1919-1920; seizing 
literature, closing newspapers, suppressing radical 
groups, deporting immigrants.

Dewey wrongly thought American intervention into 
World War I might be a “plastic juncture” when the 
state might use war powers for democratic ends.



Bisbee, Arizona deportation, July 12, 1917 – 
After the U.S. Army refused to end a strike of copper miners, 2,000 
“deputized” vigilantes forced 1,200 striking workers onto cattle cards 
and left them in the New Mexican desert without food and water until 
they were rescued by the Army two days later.  After initially refusing to 
indict the vigilantes (or the mine owners who armed and paid the 
vigilantes) for kidnapping, Attorney General Thomas Gregory finally 
indicted a few vigilantes but no company officials.  After several months 
the case was dropped. 

Cincinnati, 1918: an innocent 
bystander demonstrates the device

The German-born conductor of the Cincinnati 
Symphony forced out during WWI



The Sedition Act of May 1918 promised to replace vigilantes, some 
250,000 of whom the Attorney-General had placed on the federal 
payroll, with more resolute and comprehensive federal agents.  The 
Sedition Act strengthened the Espionage Act, essentially outlawed any 
criticism of the government, and provided wide latitude for local federal 
attorneys.  Over 11,000 Americans were arrested in 1918 for criticizing 
the government or the war, including Eugene Debs who was sentenced 
to ten years in federal prison for a “treasonous” speech that declared it 
had become “extremely dangerous to exercise the right of free 
speech in a country fighting to make democracy safe for the 
world.”



Tivoli Theater, Cottage 
Grove and 63rd, South Side 
of Chicago

Refusing to hang 
human dignity "on the 
one assumption about 
self-government," 
Lippmann insisted the 
people did not desire 
“self-government for its 
own sake.” 

People had an interest 
“in all kinds of things, 
in order, in rights, in 
prosperity, in sights and 
sounds and in not being 
bored.” 



. The findings of a democratic social science would “have such an enormous and widespread 
human bearing that its bare existence would be an irresistible invitation to a presentation of it 
which would have a direct popular appeal,” Dewey added.  Democracy “will have its 
consummation when free social inquiry is indissolubly wedded to the art of full and moving 
communication.”

The Pastime Theater, 
West Madison Street, 
Chicago, circa 1924:

“Vision is a 
spectator,” Dewey 
wrote in 1926, but 
“hearing is a 
participator.  
Publication is 
partial and the 
public which results 
is partially informed 
and formed until 
the meanings it 
purveys pass from 
mouth to mouth."


