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Review of John Dewey and the High Tide of
 American Liberalism, by Alan Ryan

Alan Ryan writes that this book “is a conversation between Dewey’s aspirations and our doubts.”  He suggests that understanding Dewey requires the process of locating him among his contemporaries as well as of tracing his ideas and practices through those of his successors (p. 28).  Although Ryan partially accomplishes the first task and briefly touches on the second, this analysis of John Dewey’s more accessible works amounts to a dissatisfying chat rather than a coherent conversation.  Its neglect of the historical contexts of “Dewey’s aspirations and our doubts” accounts for many of its weaknesses.  For example, when Ryan writes that Dewey believed in the search for a timeless truth, but a truth expressed in the language of a society at a particular location and point in time, one expects some discussion of particular locations and points in time.  Oddly, throughout the book, the author scarcely provides a backdrop external to Dewey’s immediate academic environment from which to draw a sense of historical context.  Ryan’s own background as a (British) political scientist may entitle him to write without some of the conventional tethers to the historical discipline, but his implicit objective to interpret historical contexts and to weave them into this narrative leaves one doubting the integrity of his methodology.  Bruce Kuklick writes that though Ryan presents no sizable inaccuracies, he shows “no deep knowledge of American history.  His understanding is conventional, and his footnotes are superficial.”
    

Forming a fair critique of this book becomes further complicated by Ryan’s omission of a clear central thesis.  Illuminating Dewey’s thoughts as a public intellectual appears to be one of the author’s main tasks, but this hardly counts as an argument.  Gary A. Cook writes of Ryan’s intent to show that “Dewey’s many contributions to public philosophy…exhibit a striking unity of vision and continuity of purpose.”
 However, Ryan’s portrayal of Dewey’s positions on education as unclear as well as of the philosopher’s shifting opinions on World War One undermine visions of continuity.  Perhaps Ryan could have offered a more unified portrait of Dewey had he treated his subject biographically instead of embarking merely on a “friendly but critical tour” of Dewey’s ideas.  In addressing this issue, historians Daniel Wilson and Bruce Kuklick both cite Ryan’s inattention to the links between Dewey’s private life and his thoughts as a significant weakness in this work.
   

The book’s most frequently recurring theme concerns its subject’s lifelong search for unity.  Dewey struggled to overcome the “internal laceration” that separated spirit from flesh and the ideal from the real (p. 97).  The struggle extended into his academic career as he aimed to move beyond the contrasts between art, science, philosophy and religion; and he opposed the division of labor in philosophy which made scholars reluctant to cross boundaries within the discipline.  Though this assessment offers nothing new about Dewey’s work, it provides a useful segue into Ryan’s discussion of Dewey’s pragmatism.  The most important application of Dewey’s search for unity can be found in his effort to unify thought and action.  He saw progress in terms of problem solving, which invariably leads to growth.  Thus, his focus remained on the here and now, rather than on the ideal.  For Dewey, the value of anything could be “measured in experience,” and he believed that meaning existed in a world in which organisms act (p. 20).  It was pointless, he thought, to speculate about meaning in a setting which lacked actors.  This formed the core of John Dewey’s pragmatism.  

Thus the philosopher became wary of the classical philosophy in which he had been trained because it had the tendency to put “mind above matter, thought above action” (p. 98).  Nor did he like the retrospective character of classical education, which elevated the past as the ideal model for present values.  But this progressive outlook on academics, explains Ryan, drew fuel from Dewey’s upbringing in a liberal, morally-driven religious atmosphere as much as it did from Dewey’s reactions to his own traditional education.  Time and again, his desire to understand the modern world referred to morality while the meaning of the struggle for understanding could only be expressed through action.  
Politics offered a possible outlet for the will to meaningfully act.  Dewey no doubt operated from the left; and Ryan argues that Dewey’s political motivations were deeply anchored in his philosophy.  A political radical, the philosopher opposed the elitism espoused by another public intellectual, Walter Lippmann.  Dewey wanted a certain kind of character to permeate society; he desired a general regard for the well-being of all people.  Still, his politics remain hard to pin down.  He never considered himself a “straightforward socialist,” though he talked of guild socialism.  He supported labor over capital, but he rejected “confiscatory” and “insurrectionary” policies (p. 88).  Attempting to flesh out his subject’s social and political worldview, Ryan asserts that although both Marx and Dewey can be described as “naturalized Hegelian[s],” Dewey downplayed class conflict.  Nor was he receptive to Marx’s repudiation of religion.  Edward Bellamy served as Dewey’s strongest link to socialist thought.  Still, Bellamy’s hierarchical industrial model proved too undemocratic for Dewey. 
The philosopher’s quest for sound democratic foundations resulted in theoretical and practical experimentation in the field of education, particularly from 1894-1904, when he taught at the University of Chicago.  He contended that democracy did not exist without industrial democracy; the latter, in turn, had to result from each workers’ awareness of his or her place in the vast mechanism of labor in a modern society.  For Dewey, work needed to have meaning and needed to be relevant to laborers’ personal aspirations.  He undertook the enormous task of applying his studies of democratic principles to the classroom in order to allow such principles to permeate industrial culture.  Ryan defends his subject from critics who have charged that he relied too heavily on the priesthood of social science and philosophy to direct society and that he thus advocated a technocracy which concerned itself more with social engineering than with social justice.  The author holds that Dewey intended philosophy to help people think through social problems but not tell them what to think.  The educator believed that the child must be put “in complete possession of all his powers” and must learn how to adapt to change.  This, writes Ryan, is the liberal view of education (p. 135).  And Dewey had reason to hope for results.  Through Hull House, for example, Dewey’s friend Jane Addams provided a working model of the educational institution as a democratic community.  Still, Ryan offers a bleak final assessment of Dewey’s objective to liberalize education.  In constant danger of bankruptcy and without a clear program for teacher education, the famous laboratory school in Chicago experienced mixed success.  Further, Ryan interprets Democracy and Education, the book of which the educator was fondest, as unclear in purpose and lacking realistic strategies for the implementation of its author’s ideas.  

Dewey’s position on American involvement in the First World War presents another obstacle to clarity.  Prior to the conflict, Dewey opposed war as the “antithesis of sociality.”  Later, he approved of war which “spreads the principles of democracy” (p. 195).  But he further qualified his support for the war by arguing for multiculturalism and against xenophobia on the left and right; and he opposed the Americanization of schools.  In 1919, Dewey came out in favor of the Fourteen Points, but he later came to believe that Americans had been “duped” by the “imperialist ruling classes of Britain and France” (p. 196).  In the end, he criticized the post-war settlement and supported the U.S. decision not to endorse the Treaty of Versailles.  Throughout this portion of the narrative, Ryan fails to place Dewey’s shifting position in a broader political and social context and ignores the processes by which his subject’s ideas developed.  
Ryan describes the 1920s as the “Indian Summer” of Dewey’s career.  As his wife died of heart ailments, he increased his workload.  His political writing slowed, but his philosophical work widened.  Dewey’s writing in this period responded to critics’ ideas that pragmatism was primarily instrumental—concerned with means—and that it did not address how people should select the goals served by those means.  The philosopher reiterated the importance of unity; and he cautioned against the elevation of thought and the “externally inaccessible” over the transitory, the act of working, and the idea that all experience has meaning.  

After his retirement from Columbia University in 1930, Dewey remained active, and he increasingly voiced his political ideas.  Though he still considered himself a reformer (not a revolutionary), he opposed the New Deal, arguing that FDR’s experiments lacked the boldness necessary to achieve true progress.  He chaired the newly formed League for Independent Political Action, which modeled itself on the British Fabian society.  Drawing support from W.E.B. DuBois, Norman Thomas, and Reinhold Niebuhr, LIPA favored gradual social change over revolution.  And though he convinced himself (prior to World War II) that capitalism would fail, Dewey rejected the socialist label because it frightened the middle class, which he considered a necessary medium for reform.  Dewey also chaired the American Commission for the Defense of Leon Trotsky after the revolutionary’s conviction in the 1936 Moscow show trials.  Desiring a fair hearing, he traveled to Mexico to interview Trotsky, and he concluded that the revolutionary had been framed.     

Despite the criticisms in this and other reviews, this book has its merits.  Ryan’s writing is accessible, and this volume could be used as a beginning resource on Dewey at the undergraduate and graduate levels, particularly in colleges of education.  Through it, I learned more about the ideas of the philosopher and educator than I have through several seemingly impenetrable works on Dewey.     
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