
Chapter 36    Jefferson, James, Dewey and Rorty 

Men are the freest when they are most unconscious of freedom.  D. H. Lawrence                 

 

I was standing there with a bottle of goat’s milk in each hand and some empties under my arms 
when he came across the street, pot-belly leading the way, scowl and menace right behind.  Was I 
going to steal his mail—on a Sunday morning no less?  He had lived there for 40 years and trouble 
had never found him but he was willing to shoot me if I interloped.  The sign in his yard in big bold 
hand made letters urged a vote against all incumbents, all of whom, along with government itself, 
are corrupt scum-suckers. 

I introduced myself, suggested that shooting me would be in bad taste, and told him that we were 
caring for his neighbor’s goats while they were out of town.  He still didn’t like me scoping out his 
mail box but conceded that I had “business” in the neighborhood, and notwithstanding my 
disreputable appearance, I was not likely to abuse his mail box. 

I actually kind of liked this guy (unlike Mr. Shirtless with the baseball bat who deduced that a dog 
was a dog—him I would be glad not to see again).  Here’s the question though: what about those 
who are angry, suspicious, hostile and dogmatic?  Is this a problem that philosophy can address?  
Should I have layed a few Aristotilian licks on him with a dash of Nietzsche for good measure?  He 
might have stood still for Thomas Jefferson, but what would he have made of the  American 
pragmatists: William James, John Dewey and Richard Rorty? 

Jefferson wrote that he had sworn eternal hostility toward all forms of tyranny over the mind of 
man.  This guy saw tyranny everywhere, but he still believed in the vote—in self determination.  
Granted his yard sign didn’t set out his complete political philosophy, but he clearly signed on to 
Jefferson’s life (safety), liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.  And being left the hell alone.  Jefferson 
said that too; that the government that governs best governs least.   Or maybe John Adams, or 
Thomas Paine or Napoleon or Alfred E. Neuman, said it.  Probably they all did. 

What was so great about his sign, though, is that while all incumbents are crooks, we should VOTE 
to get them out, and presumably get a new set of crooks in.  That is American optimism at its best, 
and it absolutely fits with Jefferson’s view that philosophy is for action.  

A democratic government is based on an idea—freedom— so it is, in and of itself, a philosophy.  
Three great exponents of the philosophy of democracy  are William James, John Dewey and Richard 
Rorty. 

 

 

 



William James 

James was a medical doctor, psychologist and philosopher (d. 1910), who held a pragmatic view of 
the truth.  If it works, it is true;   if it doesn’t, it’s false.  What is true today may not continue to be 
true because there are no fixed pole stars, no absolutes.  Beliefs can’t just sit on their butts in the 
library;  they have to earn their keep by proving themselves in action.  In that respect, James is like 
your rowing coach because your may talk a good game, but what you do with the oar on the water 
is what counts.   

Utility, workability and satisfactory consequences are the test of an idea.  To say what works is true 
and what is true, works are exactly the same thing.  He asks:  “…what concrete difference will an 
idea being true make in anyone’s life?  What is its cash value?”  A true thought is an instrument of 
action, and as such is also an instrument of self government.   

Truth, he says, lives on the credit system.  It must continually prove itself or lose its value.  Truth is 
just a collective name for the verification process whereby we test ideas on a day to day basis for 
their actual use in living our lives.  And here is an interesting thought:  the greatest enemy of our 
presently held truths is all of our other truths.  Jurist Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr. put it this way:  
“…the best test of truth…is to get itself accepted in the competition of the market.”  

 The marketplace of ideas is the primary justification for freedom of speech as it is protected by the 
First Amendment of the Constitution.  Good ideas will rise to the top and bad ones will sink of their 
own weight.  (In case you are interested, other justifications for free speech are venting—talk non-
sense, but don’t hose me down with an Uzi--; self fulfillment, and using speech as a tool of change in 
a democratic government.  It is a pretty tidy package of how a democracy works, actually, 
particularly when tied to James’s concept of free will.   

Experience has a way of “boiling over” and making us change our present formula of what is true 
and verifiable.  Our first act of freedom, if we are free, is to affirm that we are free.  That means we 
take action on the best information we have today, and if it turns out tomorrow to be wrong, we 
don’t cloak ourselves in regret, but simply correct our course with the new truth we have found.  
This is neither infatuated optimism nor heartless self interest, but rather a collective hope based on 
a continuing , energetic and optimistic search for the truth. 

As a pragmatist, James was distrustful of dogma, but he did make an argument for certainty with his 
analogy of the mountain climber who has reached a crevasse he must jump (he can’t go around or 
back).  Isn’t it better that he be certain he can make the leap successfully than to launch himself into 
space thinking there is no way he can make it?  Coaches call this “visualization”, Norman Vincent 
Peale called it “the power of positive thinking”, others call it confidence or stupidity or ignorance, 
but I will go with Henry Ford who said that those who think they can and those who think they can’t 
are both right. 

 



John Dewey 

Known best as an educator, Dewey (d.1952), was a champion of experience as the ultimate teacher.  
Not just any old experience, mind you, but experience that looked back and forward and served as a 
platform for further learning.  He saw knowledge as transitory, and the purpose of life as keeping 
the mind free.   

Democracy is, therefore, the best form of government because it requires the engagement of its 
citizens and utilizes their individual talents.  He makes one of  the clearest arguments for equal 
opportunity by acknowledging that people have unequal talents, and without free opportunity, the 
more talented could oppress the less gifted. (There is a Russian proverb just to the opposite:  “we 
must help the talented;  the untalented will make it on their own.”)  For Dewey, the democratic faith 
in equality is that each individual should have the chance to contribute what he or she can and it is 
the sum total of those contributions that matters.   

As to the elitist disdain for the common person, he acknowledged that the unwashed may not be 
very wise:  “But there is one thing they are wiser about than anybody else can be, and that is where 
the shoe pinches, the troubles they suffer from.”*   The goal is for every citizen to have freedom of 
mind.  He had faith in human intelligence and in government that allowed and compelled 
participation.  He also distrusted wealth.  Dewey agreed with Louis Brandeis that  “we can have a 
democratic society or we can have a concentration of great wealth in the hands of a few, but we 
cannot have both.”        *(He also didn’t mind ending a sentence in a preposition) 

While Dewey thought democracy was an expedient for allowing individual growth, the test was 
whether those governed had a share in their management.  If not, then Dewey was with Jefferson 
who penned in the Declaration of Independence  that when the government fails to protect life, 
liberty and the pursuit of happiness, it is the right and duty of the people to change it and institute 
in its place, a government that does. 

 That is radical thought, by the way.  Those in power will never acknowledge that they are 
oppressors, and those with great wealth will always have options completely out of the grasp of the 
poor, particularly when, as now, the Supreme Court of the United States has basically said money is 
speech and the more money you have, the more speech you get.  Jefferson would weep. 

But enough depressing drivel; bring on Dewey the rower.  We learn, he says, by what we do.  Life is 
about the present and the future, not the past.  We can look backward to learn from the issues of 
the past, but education is  comprised of sequential experiences, each one building on those that 
have come before.  All education is based on habit.  Every experience modifies the person and the 
quality of the next experience and the one after that.  Habit is an attitude.  It is a way of making 
things happen.  One could substitute the word PRACTICE  for habit, and John Dewey would be your 
rowing coach. 

Here is what Dewey had to say about intensive learning and physical activity: “…periods of genuine 
reflection only [occur] when they follow after times of more overt action and are used to organize 



what has been gained [when] the hands and other parts of the body besides the brain are used.”  
You may think that when you have rowed to exhaustion, your mind is fried, but in fact Dewey 
thought that we learn all sorts of things in addition to what we think we are studying, and the mind 
is churning away after we have used our bodies.  If true, this is a pretty good argument why athletics 
should be a part of education.  

Education is a social process.  It takes place though the interaction of people.  Consensus (as in 
democracy) requires communication but that communication is meaningful only insofar as it leads 
to action.  Part of what we learn is through the ordinary companionship of adults and youth, and 
part is directed and intentional through our formal education.   

Philosophy, Dewey said, is thinking which has become conscious of itself—thinking caused by the 
unsettled nature of human existence—thinking about what choices we have and how we might put 
them into—you got it—action!  Here we need a big drum roll because if education is forming 
fundamental dispositions, intellectual and emotional, toward nature and our fellow man, then 
philosophy can be defined as the general theory of education.  Philosophy is education.  Ta ta. 

Since it has shrugged on the garment of education, philosophy can’t just lounge around.  It has two 
fundamental tasks, both of which have to do with hard science—facts that are verifiable.  The first is 
to be a critic of how science is currently being used,  pointing out what values are “obsolete” or 
“sentimental”; and second, directing how new discoveries in science can be useful to our society.  

If there were such as office as American Philosopher in Chief, John Dewey would be it. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Richard Rorty  

I include Richard Rorty , one of today’s thought leaders, because he so aptly describes what the 
philosophy of hope of John Dewey, William James and poet Walt Whitman have meant to American 
Democracy, and how that philosophy-- that ‘can do-ism”-- has been scorched by the unfortunate 
wars of the second half of the twentieth and the first decade of the twenty-first centuries.  The 
cultural retreat to cynicism, self interest  and, from the perspective of Dewey, the full retreat away 
from reason and back to religion,  have left us in a national malaise, and Rorty suggests a tonic that 
will reinvigorate us. 

National pride is to countries, he says, as self-respect is to individuals:  a necessary condition for self-
improvement.  It is a delicate balance between too much goose-stepping, liebensraum type national  
pride and so little that moral courage and real civic engagement are not possible.  To love one’s 
country leads to both pride and shame, and for a real debate about our national direction to occur, 
the pride has to outweigh the shame. Ordinary citizens have to feel empowered enough to care. 

It is the poets, the writers, and the singers who tell a nation’s story.  What a nation has been and 
what it strives to be depends on what events the poet or singer chooses to glorify or demean, and 
the result, if it is effective, seldom reflects the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth. 
What it does reflect is our moral identity—how we see ourselves and how we judge our collective 
selves. 

What Dewey, Whitman and others were doing was to cast America as a society that has cut itself 
free from the fear of religion and has tied its wagon to the polestar of caring for one another.  They 
wanted Americans to take pride in each other.    They saw hope as replacing fear in a thoroughly 
secular society.  They saw social justice as the driving force behind the philosophy of Americanism.  
The human adventure, for them, was one that only looked forward toward utopia.  “The United 
States themselves are essentially the greatest poem” wrote Whitman. 

This was the philosophy of the Roosevelts—Teddy and Franklin D.—one a Republican and the other 
a Democrat.  But according to Rorty, the second half of the Twentieth century and the first decade 
of the twenty first have left this optimism in the ditch. 

 Rorty’s solution is to forget about truth as the object of inquiry and to seek, instead, consensus 
about the ends to be achieved and then to work on the details for getting there.  This is pragmatism 
to its core.  The “isms” and the labels get in the way of doing what needs to be done, and for this 
obstructionism , philosophy is hardly blameless. 

Rorty’s point is that intellectuals have been too quick to jettison national pride.  There is lots to 
criticize and to be ashamed of in our national dittybag, but loving someone, or something, like our 
country,  gives us those contrary impulses of wishing the best on the one hand and being super 
critical on the other.  If America’s trump card is hope, then we have to rediscover the American 
optimists. 


