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J
OHN Dewey probably did the most,
of all leading pragmatist philoso-
phers, to try to apply his philosophy

to other departments of public policy, con-
sistent with his view that philosophers
should play a constructive rather than
merely academic role in society. It is true
that Richard Rorty, one of Dewey’s most
prominent contemporary avatars, has writ-
ten almost as extensively as Dewey did
on policy issues of one sort or another,
including some legal issues. But Rorty’s
discussion of those issues owes little to
his philosophy—or at least is not closely
integrated with it, perhaps because Rorty’s
pragmatism is not so much a philosophy
as a rejection of philosophy. In contrast,
Dewey’s discussion of policy owes much
to his philosophy. The master concept that
unites Dewey’s philosophy with the policy
realm is “democracy,” and the nature and
implications of this union will be the prin-
cipal focus of this essay.

I. Democracy—Epistemic and
Political

The word “democracy” has many
meanings, but two are particularly impor-
tant to understanding Dewey’s “take” on
policy: epistemic democracy, which is the
idea that inquiry and decision making in
general, not just political inquiry and de-
cision making, are democratic in charac-
ter; and political democracy, which, in its
most common modern form, is a system
of political governance the defining fea-
ture of which is that the principal officials
are selected by popular vote. Dewey’s at-
tempt to join these two conceptions is one
of the distinctive features of his version
of pragmatism.

By “epistemic democracy” is meant a
challenge to the tenacious and, when
Dewey wrote, the orthodox conception of
scientific and other inquiry as essentially
an individual search for truth using the
tools of logic (in the strict sense exempli-
fied by the syllogism) either to reveal truth
directly (as in mathematics and some ver-

sions of moral reasoning) or to generate
hypotheses verifiable or refutable by ex-
perimental or other exact data. In the case
of moral or political reasoning, hypoth-
eses were to be tested if at all by intuition,
though in those areas the emphasis fell
not on hypothesis testing but rather on
logical deduction from accepted premises,
just as in mathematical reasoning. The
search in any case was for truth, the “an-
tecedently real,” that which exists in-
dependently of human cognition. The
world, including mathematical and even
moral and political concepts, was regarded
as a passive object waiting to be discov-
ered by human beings using the methods
of exact reasoning. And the quest for its
secrets was seen as a lonely one, conducted
by trained experts, or by persons of great
insight, operating as individuals.

Dewey, following Peirce and James,
questioned the emphasis both on “truth”
and on the “individual.” Against the or-
thodox conception of scientific and other
inquiry he set up a conception of it as
oriented toward the cooperative acquisi-
tion of useful knowledge using whatever
tools lay to hand, including imagination,
common sense, know how, and intuition,
and thus of tacit knowledge as well as
knowledge acquired by formal reasoning
and systematic empirical methods. He
deemphasized the pursuit of “truth” as
such, rejecting the possibility of disinter-
ested, “objective,” conclusive inquiry and
pointing out there is no way of knowing
when one has found the “truth” because
one cannot step outside the world and ob-
serve the correspondence between one’s
descriptions and the world as it really is.
All that people are capable of and fortu-
nately all they’re really interested in is
getting better control over their environ-
ment, enlarging their horizons, and en-
riching and improving their lives. The
knowledge required for these endeavors

is collective in the sense of being both
acquired by the cooperative efforts of di-
verse inquirers—intelligence being dis-
tributed throughout the community rather
than concentrated in a handful of outstand-
ing experts—and validated by the
community’s evaluation of its utility; as a
practical matter, “truth” is consensus.

This is the positive side of Dewey’s
epistemology and the negative is skepti-
cism about the claims of the orthodox ap-
proach. The more precise term for this
skepticism is “fallibilism,” the idea that
knowledge grows by challenging and su-
perseding existing beliefs without neces-
sarily achieving a resting point called
“truth.”2 Hypothesis testing has an impor-
tant role to play in this process. Indeed,
scientific inquiry is the very model of ra-
tional inquiry, because of its demonstrated
capacity to yield useful knowledge. That
capacity is rooted in the ethics of scien-
tific inquiry with its insistence on will-
ingness to test belief against evidence and
thus to accept—what people not schooled
to the scientific ethic find so difficult to
do—the possibility that one’s belief is
false. Science does not bring us to a rest-
ing point, as religion claims to do: a point
at which ultimate truth is revealed to us.

A critical issue is the process by which
the scientist obtains the theories that he
seeks to test, the process Peirce called “ab-
duction.” The “scientific method” pro-
vides no guidance here. Abduction be-
longs to the domain of imagination, a fac-
ulty that the orthodox approach cannot
explain, rather than to the domain of for-
mulaic procedures. The orthodox ap-
proach also overlooks the importance of
doubt as the essential stimulus of chal-
lenges to existing beliefs; habit as reluc-
tance to give up existing beliefs and there-
fore as obstacle to progress; and diversity
and competition as conditions that favor,
as in Darwin’s theory of natural selection,
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the creation of new theories by a “blind”
process akin to trial and error. Dewey’s
approach is also Darwinian, I note paren-
thetically, in its emphasis on human rea-
son as a mode of coping with the environ-
ment rather than of establishing a pipe-
line to the truth—the former being a more
plausible description of the emergence of
mind as a product of biological evolution.

The value of diversity in inquiry is
closely connected to the inability of the
scientific method to generate the theories
that it tests and explores. Because there is
no algorithm for creating new theories, a
diversity of approaches is necessary for
there to be a good chance of hitting on
one that works; we cannot tell in advance
which one that will be. It is because we
can’t know in advance which path is best
that progress is a social undertaking and
achievement, which in turn implies that
intelligence is distributed throughout the
community. This has egalitarian implica-
tions that interested Dewey and that sug-
gest a third, a social rather than an episte-
mological or a political concept of democ-
racy: the democratic temperament or ethos
so emphasized by Tocqueville.3

Dewey’s preferred term for his
epistemic approach, which I’ll call “dis-
tributed intelligence” (as in “distributed
processing” of data by computers4) from
now on, was not pragmatism, with its con-
notations of the utilitarian, but “experi-
mentalism.” The word aptly describes the
tenor of his thought. He repeatedly com-
mends the experimental temper, which is
impatient with convention and the accus-
tomed ways of doing things—the sedi-
ment of habit—and which is continuously
insisting that we must try now this, now
that, in a creatively restless search for bet-
ter means. It is a search that yields, as a
by-product, better ends as well. One might
take up ballet to improve one’s posture
and discover that one loved the ballet for
its aesthetic qualities; a means would have
become an end. Through such examples
the charge that pragmatism is philistine is
rebutted.

Dewey’s approach is “democratic” in
the sense of emphasizing the community
over the exceptional individual. Knowl-
edge is not produced mechanically by the
repeated application of algorithmic pro-
cedures by expert investigators all trained
the same way, but by the tug of commu-
nal demands, the struggle between doubt
and habit, the diverse strivings of indi-
viduals of diverse background, aptitude,
training, and experience, and the applica-
tion of methods of inquiry, such as imagi-
nation and intuition, that owe little to ex-
pert training. No one, no elite even, has a
pipeline to truth—truth is always just out
of reach, like the grapes of Tantalus, is at

most a regulatory, an orienting, ideal—
and if this is the case with scientific truth,
it is all the more likely to be the case with
moral and political truths as well. The
project of Plato’s Republic, the rule of
experts, of the people who by virtue of
aptitude, training, and experience have
privileged access to scientific, moral, and
political truth, is quixotic.

Conceiving of science as a branch of
practical reason, that is, as oriented to-
ward helping us cope rather than toward
revealing the external world as it really is,
Dewey was led to argue that scientific rea-
soning is not fundamentally different from
the reasoning used to solve such “practi-
cal” problems as how to govern a society
or organize its economy. Science just is
better than our more common modes of
inquiry because it has a more fruitful atti-
tude toward inquiry, an attitude empha-
sizing openmindedness, intellectual flex-
ibility, a practical orientation, and a readi-
ness to be disproved, that is more likely to
achieve useful solutions than the slapdash
approximations to scientific inquiry that
politicians and other “men of affairs” tend
to use.

Dewey thought that because the sci-
entific approach is not fundamentally dif-
ferent from the epistemic procedures used
by the ordinary person, maybe the popu-
lation as a whole could someday learn to
use that approach in the moral and po-
litical domain.5 If so, political democ-
racy would become unproblematic. But
even short of that day, the theory of
epistemic democracy has implications for
political governance. If rule by experts
is out, with it goes any theocratic or oth-
erwise authoritarian conception of right
political rule, any basis for the censor-
ship of ideas and opinions, any legiti-
macy to having a fixed and durable po-
litical hierarchy. The idea that there are
experts who have reliable techniques for
getting in touch with the antecedently real
in morality and science is inconsistent
with democracy, which is rule by people
who have no claim to have such a pipe-
line. So Dewey’s philosophical project
of overturning Platonic epistemology, to
the extent it succeeds, makes the case by
default for democratic political rule, the
system in which the community as a
whole rather than selected experts makes
political decisions,6 in just the way that
Platonic epistemology leads to the au-
thoritarian political system described in
the Republic. Harvey Mansfield and
Delba Winthrop, quoting Tocqueville,
contrast “democratic eagerness to get
practical applications of science to the
‘ardent, haughty, and disinterested love
of the true’ characteristic of a few.”7

Dewey turned Plato on his head.

II. Dewey’s “Deliberative
Democracy”

A name for the bridge that connects
epistemic or cognitive democracy to po-
litical democracy is “deliberative” democ-
racy—not Dewey’s term but a good de-
scription of how he related the two con-
ceptions.8 Deliberative democracy is po-
litical democracy conceived of as not
merely a clash of wills and interests (pub-
lic choice theory), or as an aggregating of
preferences (the Benthamite conception
of democracy), or as merely a check on
the officials, elected and otherwise, who
are the real rulers (Schumpeter’s concep-
tion of democracy)9—none of these would
be epistemically robust—but rather as the
pooling of different ideas and approaches
and the selection of the best through de-
bate and discussion. The problem with the
suggested linkage, the problem that gave
rise to Dewey’s pessimism about our ac-
tual existing democracy, is that delibera-
tive democracy is almost as purely
aspirational and hopelessly unrealistic as
rule by Platonic guardians. With half the
population having an IQ of less than 100
(not a point that Dewey himself would
have been comfortable making, however),
with the issues confronting modern gov-
ernment highly complex, and with ordi-
nary people having as little interest in as
they have aptitude for complex policy is-
sues, it would be unrealistic to expect good
ideas and sensible policies to well out of
the intellectual disorder that is the politi-
cal process. Part of what lay behind
Dewey’s interest in the reform of educa-
tion was his belief that political democ-
racy would not work well unless people
learned to think about political questions
the way scientists think about scientific
ones—disinterestedly, intelligently, em-
pirically. He seemed to think they could
learn to think this way but he was not
optimistic that they would, and this made
him pessimistic about American democ-
racy.

The history of the United States in the
half century since Dewey’s death suggests
that his pessimism was misplaced, that he
had succumbed to the intellectual’s typi-
cal mistake of exaggerating the importance
of intellect. He thought that until the
American population as a whole had ac-
quired the ethics of scientific inquiry, de-
mocracy would remain unsatisfactory,
perhaps even vulnerable.10 So far as we
can judge today, he was wrong. It is prob-
ably the case (though India, with its 50
percent illiteracy rate, seems to be a
counterexample) that some minimum of
education is required for a democratic
political system to work in a large, com-
plex, modern society; the system does re-
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quire that the citizenry make occasional
political decisions, and those decisions
involve persons and issues that the aver-
age citizen cannot assess at first hand. But
if we may judge from the U.S. experi-
ence, the minimum required for viable (in-
deed vibrant) political democracy is low,
perhaps low enough to be supplied by tele-
vision rather than formal education, which
seems increasingly less inclined to pro-
vide it. Political democracy has as Dewey
believed decisive advantages, at least for
wealthy, secure societies having relatively
well informed populations, over alterna-
tive forms of government. But they are
not advantages that depend on delibera-
tion, on analogies to scientific inquiry, or
on a lively and informed public interest in
public issues. Democracy’s only real
epistemic advantage is one that Dewey
did not emphasize: democracy enables
public opinion to be reliably determined,
thus providing vital feedback for the policy
initiatives of political leaders and other
officials. Nondemocratic regimes find it
difficult to gauge public opinion, and as a
result sometimes adopt, as it were inad-
vertently, policies so radically unpopular
as to kill the regime. It is easy for non-
democratic rulers to get out of touch with
the citizens.

But this epistemic advantage of democ-
racy is not democracy’s greatest advan-
tage. Indeed, the epistemic disadvantage
of the purest forms of democracy, such as
Athenian direct democracy, a disadvan-
tage resulting in part from the intellectual
limitations of the citizenry, is decisive in
the shape that modern democracy has as-
sumed—that of representative democracy.
The classical tradition regarded represen-
tative democracy as “aristocratic” in the
Aristotelian sense,11 rule by “the best” (hoi
aristoi).12 The characterization grates, but
is apt. In representative democracy, as re-
alistically understood by Schumpeter, the
people do not rule, though they decide
who shall rule. The rulers are the offi-
cials, selected in an electoral competition
among contestants who are by no means
ordinary men and women but instead be-
long to an elite of intelligence, cunning,
connections, or other attributes that en-
able them to present themselves to the
public plausibly as “the best.” The result-
ing division of labor in political gover-
nance, with the people only intermittently
and remotely engaged and actual gover-
nance delegated to specialists in politics
and government, is a sensible bow to the
claims of expertise. But at least in the cir-
cumstances of modern government it is
not democratic in a Deweyan sense, when
one considers the role of parties and inter-
est groups, the vastness and complexity
of the issues that confront modern gov-

ernment, the political apathy and igno-
rance of the great mass of the people most
of the time, and how much of the real
power of government resides in unelected
officials, many of them judges and civil
servants with lifetime tenure. People’s
preferences and interests influence gov-
ernment, certainly, through the electoral
process and otherwise, but not in the way
that views expressed in a faculty meeting
influence faculty decisions, through de-
bate and pooling of ideas. The role of the
people at large in the governance of a large
democratic nation is altogether more pas-
sive than its role in the concept of delib-
erative democracy. People know when
things are going well or going badly and
will vote accordingly, but that is about it.
And the relevant “well” or “badly” is well
or badly for them. They vote their inter-
ests. Voting is rarely disinterested. The
political parties know this, and so their
campaigns appeal to interests, rather than
to the Good.

It is even arguable that despite the ex-
pansion of the suffrage, there is less po-
litical democracy in the United States to-
day than there was in the early nineteenth
century, at least outside the slaveholding
region. Much more of the business of gov-
ernment was done then by the states, and
states are more democratic than the fed-
eral government; terms of office are
shorter, judges’ tenures are less secure,
more officials (including judges) are
elected rather than appointed; the issues
with which state government deals are
more comprehensible to the electorate; and
there is less delegation to administrative
agencies. Yet from a pragmatic standpoint,
it is hard to argue that the shift in power
from the states to the federal government
has been on balance a bad thing; pragma-
tism and political democracy are not syn-
onyms.

The real political spillover from a prag-
matic theory of knowledge is, as John
Stuart Mill recognized, not a boost for
democracy but a boost for liberty. The
first chapter of On Liberty explains the
dependence of sound government on free-
dom of inquiry and expression. Liberty is
at once a precondition of and a limitation
on democracy—a precondition because
without liberty the people lack the inde-
pendence and competence to perform their
role in democratic governance, that of con-
trolling the officials. But liberty is not de-
mocracy. The right of just compensation
for taking private property for public use,
the right of association, the right of ex-
pression, the right of religious freedom—
all these are rights primarily against popu-
lar majorities. They are legally protected
rights because of fear that the people
would sometimes want to infringe them.

Granted, there is also the fear that democ-
racy without rights against the democratic
majority is unstable; that a temporary
majority will entrench itself by intimidat-
ing the temporary minority that opposes
it. But this is to say that the people cannot
be fully trusted in the bestowal of author-
ity, and must be protected by the curtail-
ment of their power.

III. Dewey’s Theory of Democracy
Evaluated

We must consider whether Dewey was
right about democracy. I think his con-
cept of epistemic democracy, what I am
calling “distributed intelligence,” has great
merit, though maybe less than he thought.
I am less persuaded by his belief that suc-
cessful political democracy requires (or, I
would add, at the risk of appearing para-
doxical, is even consistent with) the adop-
tion by the public at large of the ethics of
scientific inquiry. Writing in the 1930s,
the decade of many of his most emphatic
warnings about the limitations of Ameri-
can democracy, Dewey had plenty of com-
pany in sensing a crisis of democracy. But
from the perspective of the present day,
his concerns seem excessive. I am not a
pollyanna. But have we not muddled
through quite well in the last six decades
despite being a people increasingly dis-
engaged from a serious and well informed
interest in the political process? Election
turnout, for example, is substantially lower
than when Dewey was writing; education
in civics and political history has
dwindled; the funding of political cam-
paigns has become a process of quasi-brib-
ery. We may be experiencing a long-term
decline in the strength of the democratic
principle in American politics, a decline
connected with the growth of federal rela-
tive to state government. And yet the sky
has not fallen. This may be in part be-
cause the (recent) growth in political apa-
thy has paralleled and may indeed be the
result of the recession of our most serious
political problems, both foreign and do-
mestic. But it may also reflect the fact
that like most intellectuals, Dewey exag-
gerated the importance of knowledge and
intelligence in public matters. Let us con-
trast him with Franklin Roosevelt, a man
far less learned, intelligent, or disinter-
ested than Dewey, a man, indeed, who
was intellectually lazy, manipulative, and
not a little cynical—yet he was far more
correct about the great issues of the day
than Dewey. Which is what Dewey him-
self should have expected: as a consum-
mate politician, Roosevelt was far better
plugged into the distributed intelligence
of American society than Professor
Dewey.

Of course it is possible to imagine
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things having gone even better for us than
they have. Utopian thinking is easy, espe-
cially for intellectuals, whose minds move
easily from the actual to the imaginable.
There is an “if only” quality about Dewey.
If only hoi polloi were like us, and if only
the educational system realized that and
educated kids accordingly…. But besides
practical constraints on educational reform,
and the persisting lack of a good educa-
tional theory 2,500 years after Plato first
wrote about it, there is the unwarranted
Socratic assumption that people are selfish
and mean because they are ignorant. Edu-
cation is a fine thing in many ways, but
above a threshold soon reached it doesn’t
seem to improve democracy. So if we are
realistic about human nature (and hence
about the edifying as distinct from the vo-
cational effects of education), and consider
realistically how the other nations of the
world have done in the period since Dewey
wrote, we shall be left with little reason for
supposing that we might have done even
better if only we had been better Deweyans
and conducted politics on the model of a
faculty seminar.

Schumpeter’s dyspeptic conception of
democracy, which would have so distressed
Dewey, seems, in short, not only descrip-
tively accurate but normatively adequate. I
would go further and call it normatively
superior to Dewey’s hopes for democracy.
One reason is that a strong interest in poli-
tics foments political discord, exacerbates
conflict, and distracts people from private
pursuits, including business, science, art,
and the professions, that contribute sub-
stantially to social welfare, and in particu-
lar that build prosperity, a great emollient
of political and social tensions. It is rather
a strength than a weakness of representa-
tive democracy that, in contrast to direct
democracy (especially in its town-meeting
form, better described as participatory de-
mocracy and demanding a substantial in-
vestment in time) or plebiscitary democ-
racy, it allows most of the people to tune
out of politics most of the time. We don’t
have to spend all of our time fending off
crazy political initiatives. I shudder at
Bonnie Honig’s desire, superficially
Deweyan, to restore “politics as a disrup-
tive practice that resists the consolidations
and closures of administrative and juridi-
cal settlement for the sake of the perpetuity
of political contest.”13

Another reason not to want to raise the
political consciousness of the U.S. popu-
lation is that even well educated and well
informed people find it difficult to reason
accurately about matters remote from their
immediate concerns. People who vote on
the basis of their self-interest are at least
voting about something they know at first
hand, their own needs and preferences. I

am suspicious of the high-minded voter.
If my concerns are well founded, our

society might be worse off rather than bet-
ter off if people were to become as well
informed about, attuned to, and engaged
in politics as Dewey dreamed. But by the
same token, because they are not very well
informed or politically engaged, the po-
litical process cannot be expected to ap-
proximate the scientific; its products are
not always entitled to the same respect as
the products of scientific inquiry, there-
fore, and so the Supreme Court’s interfer-
ence in the name of the Constitution with
political experimentation is not as unto-
ward as it would be if the United States
and its states were Deweyan polities. Yet
he surely would have been cautious about
activist judicial review—he who said that:

In the absence of an articulate voice
on the part of the masses, the best
do not and cannot remain the best,
the wise cease to be wise. It is im-
possible for high brows to secure a
monopoly of such knowledge as
must be used for the regulation of
common affairs. In the degree in
which they become a specialized
class, they are shut off from knowl-
edge of the needs which they are
supposed to serve.14

But Dewey’s philosophy for constitu-
tional adjudication is a story for another day.
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