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A Hundred Years On
Dewey’s Democracy and Education Revisited

Has progressive education failed? In his preface to Dewey’s “My Pedagogic Creed” of 1897
the school superintendent of Brookline, Mass. used the formula “the schoolmaster, always
conservative”. Dewey was certainly not a conservative. But William James, in his Talks to
Teachers from about the same time very clearly took the side of the conservative view of education. One senses a dilemma here. Dewey’s epistemology – for instance when it came to the
cognitive role of visual images – was perhaps more sound than that of James. But the educational program Dewey built on the basis of this epistemology turned out to be in many ways
self-destructive. My talk will offer an overview of the essential ideas of Dewey’s 1897 pamphlet, as well as those set forth in his The School and Society (1899), The Child and the Curriculum (1902), How We Think (1910), and in his main work on pedagogy and social progress, Democracy and Education (1916). I shall go on to review, on this basis, Thorndike’s The
Principles of Teaching (1906), Paul Goodman’s Compulsory Mis-Education (1964) and Ivan
Illich’s Deschooling Society (1971), before trying to come to terms with Neil Postman’s The
Disappearance of Childhood (1982), Allan Bloom’s The Closing of the American Mind
(1987), Seymour Papert’s The Connected Family: Bridging the Digital Generation Gap
(1996), Don Tapscott’s Growing Up Digital: The Rise of the Net Generation (1998), Paul
Tough’s How Children Succeed (2012) and E. D. Hirsch, Jr.’s Why Knowledge Matters
(2017). I conclude by referring on the one hand to that great admirer of James, Ludwig Wittgenstein, who famously pronounced: “When you say NO to a child, you should be like a wall,
not like a door”, and on the other to another Austrian, Robert Musil, to whose protagonist in
The Man Without Qualities the following wisdom appeared as an “extraordinary new
thought”: “a man’s possibilities, plans, and feelings must first be hedged in by prejudices, traditions, obstacles, and barriers of all sorts, like a lunatic in his straitjacket, and only then can
whatever he is capable of doing have perhaps some value, substance, and staying power”. Has
progressive education failed? Perhaps not entirely. But it is by now, as I will suggest in my
talk, in need of a measure of conservatism.
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