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The society of which the child is to be a member is, in the
United States, a democratic and progressive society. The
child must be educated for leadership as well as for obe-
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In this paper, [ intend to lay out the various lessons that John Dewey has to
offer to scholars and teachers of leadership. It is odd that so few philosophers
today study the subject of leadership. It is even stranger for Pragmatists, who are
concerned with the practical application of philosophical ideas. For in the study
of leadership one finds necessarily the combined matters of intelligent judgment
and of practical application in important contemporary matters. To begin, I will
call attention to the place that the study of leadership held in past philosophical
discoursc in order to offer my hypothesis regarding the reasons leadership as a
marter of study has receded from focus in philosophy. Next, T will describe the
growing movement of insticutions of higher learning in America that arc increas-
ingly desirous of intelligent theorizing about [eadership, particularly from
philosophers. Finally, 1 will describe the conuibutions that Dewey has to offer
the field that answer frequendly raised challenges to the possibility of democratic
leadership theory, and 1 will present the positive content of the study which we
may draw from his theorices of intelligence, ethics, and education.
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Socratic criticisms of the Sophists are familiar. Plato told the stories of famous
persons who proclaimed wisdom in various areas of public lite and who charged
fees for the wisdom they imparted. Socrates would visit with these Sophists and
would question them about their areas of expertise so chat he might test or confirm
the notion he learned from the Delphic Oracle, that he was wisest of the Grecks.
‘Iime and time again, he learned chat the persons famed for their wisdom in fact
knew not what they claimed to, and revealed him to be wiser due to his awareness
ot his own ignarance. In this context, we see that in the Sophists there was a tradi-
tion of training the young in the arts of successful living and the achievement of
power, but it was empry of the knowledge and ethics that would produce good and
beneticial citizen leaders. Rather than avoid thinking of leadership, Plato’s most
famous work, the Republic, addresses leadership and the education thercot as a cru-
¢ial p()li[ical consideration. Placo warned, “the greatest punishment for being
unwilling to rule is being ruled by someone worse than onesclt”2 With such warn-
ings, Plato laid our his ideas about how best to organize societies, which included
a stratificacion thar is well known. Many other figures could be lisced among those
who have written philosophically about leadership. A few of them include Confu-
cius, Lao Tzu, Aristotle, Cicero, Marcus Aurelius, Machiavelli, and Hobbes.

Scholars oucside the ticld of philosophy have produced a significant litera-
turc on leadership in the lasc hundred years, but it has been dominated by
authors who study business, the management of organizations, and education.
The last of these is likely in some ways to have been influenced by Dewey, who
spoke of leadership in the context of education in many writings. Also con-
tributing to the scholarship on che subject of leadership are historians. Histo-
rians have long focused their studics on political power and dynastics. Today, his-
torians have come to study leaders in a varicty of arcas, such as in the sciences.
Still, few scholars focus on the philosophical demands of moral and democratic
leadership, which I believe we can develop from a study of Dewey’s work. I
should mention a few scholars, however, who are philosophers of leadership.
One example is Terry Price at the Jepson School of Leadership Studies at the
University of Richmond. Price has authored several books on the general subject
of cthical failures of leadership. He approaches the seudy from the Kanrtian per-
spective which criticizes the notion that as leaders, persons should have freedom
to bend rules that ordinary citizens should not violate. Some of Price’s colleagues
study the subject of leadership from a philosophical perspective, but the very
small number of such scholars in America is surprising at least.
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Although T can only offer some initial conjecture here, 1 suspect there are a
few reasons why philosophers have gotten away from studying leadership. The
first and most fair reason is that traditional theories of leadership have in general
not been democratic. Thart is, scholars historically have followed the sort of
Machiavcllian or Hobbesian reasoning that some associate with immorality. In
times past, social stratification was taken for granted and went unchallenged, and
thus the corresponding theories of leadership were considered ourdared at best.
In effect, scholars of leadership as recently as 2001 and 2003 titled papers such
as Kathryn Riley’s article, “Democratic Leadership’—A Contradiction in
Terms?” and Robert J. Starrat’s article, “Democracic Leadership Theory in Late
Modernity: An Oxymoron or Ironic Possibility "3 These and other articles are
cvidence of an apparent assumption that the theory of leadership must be con-
sidered clicist or undemocratic. Perhaps these scholars have been conditioned by
authoritarian academic deans and department chairs, buc more likely, they are
revealing the baggage of theories of leadership that have yer to be sufficiently
reconstructed in the contemporary world.

I have said that the philosophical study of leadership is a growth area for the
future of philosophy. The following are some examples. In many states, private
donors and retiring political leaders have been giving money to universities for the
formation of insticures of public policy and lcadership. The University of Missis-
sippi, where I work and teach, has such an insticute named after former Senator
"Trenc Lotr. Elsewhere, schools of leadership have been created, as at the Jepson
School at the University of Richmond. More are in development, such as the Frank
Batten School of Leadership and Public Policy at the University of Virginia. Still
clsewhere, we find organizations growing, such as the Institute for Philosophy and
Public Policy at the University of Maryland. Growth abounds too in the develop-
ment of centers for ethical leadership. In short, there is great and increasing
demand for practical philosophy, especially that which connects to the various
responsibilities of leadership and ethics. In this area, Dewey has much to offer.

The first poinc I wish to make was evidenced in the quote that opens the
present paper. Dewey was perfectly clear that he saw a fundamental goal of edu-
cation in a democratic society as the preparation of students for leadership. As
such, his work on judgment, inquiry, experimentalism, and education all can
contribute to a Deweyan theory of leadership.

The next point is programmatic. Most, if not all, of the schools of leadership

in the United States are tied to a particular or at least a general area of study and
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application. For instance, schools of public policy and leadership are growing, as
are schools of ethics and leadership, business and leadership, etc. Alchough the
Jepson School is called a school of leadership fout court, in fact the school has var-
ious trajectories of leadership studies, and thus does not fail at the point Dewey
would make here. In “Individuality, Equality and Superiority,” Dewey wrote,
“The endeavor to discover abstrace degrees of mental superiority which fic for
‘leadership’ in the abstract is evidence of the hold upon us still exercised by feudal
arrangements.” He continued to explain, “Our new feudalism of the industrial
life which ranks from the great financier through the caprain of industry down
to the unskilled laborer, revives and reinforces the feudal disposition to ignore
individual capacity displayed in frec or individualized pursuits.”* Dewey believed
this cffect of the lingering feudalistic outlook is pernicious and in chis light, we
can sce in reverse what he valued in a democraric sociery’s approach to leadership,
namcly, respect for individual capaciry.

Fundamencally, this second lesson tells us thac, unlike in Plato’s writings, for
Dewey leadership is not a class of persons. It is not a stratified notion focused on
clites. Now, as a scholar and teacher in a program of public policy leadership, I
must address the matter of my program’s education of particularly strong stu-
dents in the skills of leadership with knowledge of a ficld of practical inquiry—
namcly, public policy. A possible challenge could be that it does not make sense
from a Deweyan point of view to run a program thart selects the strongest stu-
dents for special craining. In fact, I believe that Dewey would object only if the
training we offered were somehow exclusive in the sense that others not be
trained for leadership. Programs such as ours and others around the country are
perfectly consistent with the effort in education more widely wo prepare all stu-
dents in the abilicies of leadership of cheir own lives and of others. Specialization
in an arca of concencration, with attention to students interesced in public policy
in particular, for example, is acceprable from a Deweyan poinc of view, I believe,
so long as it is open to all who wish to apply for the study.

Elsewhere, Dewey wrote about the need for leadership in educational
cndeavors, though not a strongly authoritative and consolidated type of leader-
ship. While some federal suppore for schools and ditecrion were things he called
for, Dewey also recognized that scartered American cfforts in education
appeared to yield results that foreign states admired. In his essay, “ The Direction
of Education,” Dewey commented on the lack of government guidance in
education:
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Exemption of political government and officials from responsibilities that are
elsewhere incumbent upon them places corresponding responsibilities upon
individuals and institurions. With all our drifting, there must be leadership
somewhere, or absence of governmental system will signify lack of all unified
and cooperative educational movement. Bur leadership that is not official can
only be intellecrual and moral leadership. It is not merely leadership in educa-
tion but it is lcadership by cducation rather than by law and governmentat
authority. Indeed, it is a kind of lcadership that gives a new meaning to the
word. It is a process of guidance. It takes effect through inspiration, stimula-
tion, communication of ideas, discovery and report of facts, rather than by
decree. Tris compelled to truse for the most part to the power of facts and ideas

and to the willingness of the communiry at large to receive and act upon them 3

In this passage we see a number of concepts that help us to conceive of leadership
in education, butin organizations generally as well. First among thesc is the com-
monly madc distinction berween authority and leadership. Dewey alludes to
such a distinction when he differentiates the de jure leadership of government
which is lacking. Government by detinition is an authoritative body, but clearly
in some circumstances it need not serve as a source of leadership in affairs that
can be well advanced by other means. Even if government ought to take the lead
in some matters, furthermore, groups of citizens can band rogether to fill leader-
ship nceds without the official or nominal titles of leadership which the govern-
ment holds. Such forms of leadership he calls intellectual or moral. While he
would hald these categories to be overlapping, he could mean by the idea of
intellectual leadership the sort which is involved in laboratory work, versus the
kind which Dr. Martin Luther King]Jr. represented, or Gandhi before him, while
holding no official, governmental offices in their movements.

Second, when there is leadership, either in the way of government or of
groups of citizens acting in concert, Dewey explains that what that leadership
offers is “unificd and cooperative . .. movement” with regard to the problem in
question. In combining these two developments in Dewey’s thought about lead-
ership we see first the attention to public inquiry as fundamental to intellectual
leadership. Plus we see the component that leadership offers in inquiry, namely,
the creative force of synthesis which takes place when an inquirer establishes

order in an otherwise chaotic or inchoate problematic situation.
Finally, while Dewey understands leadership of the de jure sort to include
the public decrees that governments issuc, he fleshes out also the elements of
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intellecrual and moral leadership that individual citizens or groups can exhibitin
the torm of “a process of guidance,” which “takes effect through inspiration, stim-
ulation, communication of ideas, discovery and report of facts” Each of these
clements is worth examining in considering the dimensions of intellectual and
moral lcadership.

Dewey’s psychological and cducational theories center on the idea of
interest. As carly as in his essay, “'The Retlex Arc Conceptin Psychology, Dewey
explained that a fundamental traic of human personality is its inclination to
attend to particular things in cheir environment as stimuli. With this insight,
Dewey overturned the still popular idea that stimuli come first in the “stimulus-
response” model of behavioral psychology. What Dewey called selectivity under-
lics human attention and interest. In the case of the study of leadership, Dewey’s
insights abour individuals’ scleceivity or interests can be scen to play a role in the
clarification of those clements of a problematic situation to which a leader or
group of leaders can draw a communicy’s attention—the step Dewey called inspi-
ration. We can understand the importance of selectivity in inspiration when we
examine a particular case in which leadership is needed. Is a Mississippt commu-
nity’s problem to do with educational resources, cconomic development, racial
rclacions, poor roads, lack of sidewalks, obesity, or illiteracy? Any leader who
hopes to solve all problems ar once will solve nonc. Some clemenes of a prob-
lematic situation can, i resolved, contribuee to the resolution of other problems,
but where to start is a matter that will depend both on the context in question
and on the varied and ranked interests of the community.

Once leaders find inspiration with regard to a problematic sicuation, they
must work on stimulation. Sumulation can take place in the form of raising
awarcness among fellow citizens of shared problems with a communiry that
might wish to address them. Excrcises in awarencess raising can take the form of
peacetul marches, the mailing of informational documents, advertisements on
television, the reporting of stories in news outlets, and much more. Leadership
must involve the process of public relations in whatever forms would be the most
cttective for the context involved. We can see clearly so far how students can be
taught these skills of leadership—inasmuch as their interests can be made che
forefront of their rescarch projects in public policy, and they can be raughe to
communicate and transfer messages that they have learned to craft clearly and
with strong moral argumencs.

Once inspiration and stmulation have occurred, leaders may experience
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push-back from their communitics. Leaders’ efforts will nearly always be imper-
fece public experiments. Thus, the communication of ideas is crucial for commu-
nities to have a say in recasting the problems which leaders initially lay out for
debate. Ac least one common cause of failure in leadership concerns those situa-
tions in which leaders formulate inspiration and stimulation for projects without
the proper experimentalist attitudes chat leave one open to adjusting one’s con-
ceptions of the community’s problems. Thus, the unstared lesson we can learn
from Dewey’s experimentalism and the step of the communicarion of ideas is
that leaders must be open to revising their conceptions when better ways of con-
ceiving of problems arise. This fallibilist atticude and process of open communi-
cation and criticism is crucial in the public inquiry into refining the under-
standing of problems.

Finally, while communities can frame problems together and suggest avenues
tor addressing their problems, at some point concrete research abourt existential
conditions and possible costs of carrying ouc plans and solutions must be collected
and reported to community members. Whereas in traditional notions of leader-
ship, these tasks might be labeled grunt work, we see in Dewey the identification
of these clements of leadership with the democratic ideals of public inquiry. For, if
rescarch and reporting is done pootly or is falsified, the strongest of authorities
mighe fail in the demands of leadership. In this scnse, then, we can sce that those
who perform data entry or other collection in large industries play a crucial role in
the tasks of leadership, even though they tend to feel inferior and disconnected
from the chain of authority. Understood properly, however, and ifpropcrly valued
by those in positions of official authority, the persons who serve as interns or
assistants can sce their roles as vital in this important task of leadership.

It would be disingenuous for me to end here on these positive notes about
leadership in America, given Dewey’s several instances of critiquing American
culture for failures in intelligent thinking and democraric leadership. Two cir-
cumstances worried Dewey on separate occasions with regard to leadership in
America. He puts several problems in a simple statement when he addresses def-

crence to authority and the feeling of powerlessness in his book, Construction
and Criticism. He writes that

we in this country are too submissive to what are termed authorities in different
fields, and roo little given to questioning their right to speak with authority. It is a
common complaint that we are too credulous a people and are only too ready 1o
swallow any bunk if it is offered with the prestige of apparent authoriry.6
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In a later essay from 1932, “The Economic Situation,” Dewey writes scathingly:

[ cannot remember a time when collecrive thinking—the ideas that arc organic
to farge nuinbers—was so stupid, so incredibly incompetent as it is today. It is
a common remark that we have a surprising absence of effective leadership in
this crisis, domestic and international, economic and political. Now leadership,
like a bargain, has two sides. There can be leadership as there can be following
only when human beings think together about a common theme with a shared
purposc to & common result. Leadership is absent because this power of collee-
tive thinking in conncction with solidaricy of cinotion and desire is lacking
today. We have in its stead attempts to whip up a seeming unity of idea and sen-

ument by means of catch-words, slogans, and advertising devices.”

I am sad o say that it Dewey thought people were capable of limited thinking
and of overadherence to marketing terms and devices for persuasion, he might at
times in the last few years have been quite a bit more disappointed today than he
was in 1932,

Despite the grear dearth of public intelligence that the United Stares
exhibics at times, Dewey was able to see the positive element in the mass of indi-
viduals who “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 woubles they
suffer from.” He continucs, in an cssay titled “Democracy and Educational
Administration,” with his faith in democracy, despite the limits brought by the
torces of unreason, writing, “The foundation of democracy is faith in the capac-
ities of human nature; faith in human intelligence, and in the power of pooled
and cooperative experience. It is not belief that these things are complete” he
qualifies, “buc thac if given a show they will grow and be able to generate pro-
gressively the knowledge and wisdom nceded to guide collective action,” the
public and communal process of leadership.?

Now, one could ask me whether the present paper constitutes just the kind
of abstraction of the principles of leadership that Dewey warned against. If my
goal were to divine the abstract content of leadership regardless of democratic
context and for no application besides secking the mind-independent truth of
the matter, the challenge would in fact be problematic for me. In my current

work, however, T am charged with the education of studenes in matters of public

policy and leadership, in particular with students’ ethical and communicartive
training. In writing and in speech [ undertake this charge in a democratic society.
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Thus, the answers I find in Dewey inform my plans for educating and developing
my students’ leadership abilities. As an example of one of the effores chat I under-
take given my Deweyan influences, consider my course in public speaking. Like
Plato, I would not find a course in speech sufficienc on its own. For as Sophocles
has said, “It is tecrible to spcak well and be wrong.”10 Instead, my course is a com-
bination, titled “Critical Thinking, Communication, and Public Policy” In it,
students are trained in a variety of forms of communication, including a rarely
practiced one—where students in class offer imprompru yet formal feedback ro
one another on the previous student’s prepared presentations. I work with stu-
dents on the ways in which feedback can be optimally constructive, which is
quite different from feedback that is only critical in the negative sense. Students
arc expected to offer each other ways to consider enhancing the strengths of each
others’ specches, something which inevitably consists in noting the positive ele-
ments of presentations. All along, too, students cannot get away with poor or
unclear arguments, as those are the first areas of critique for improvement. In
ways such as these and in possible future projects of civic engagement and moral
leadership, I hope to work with my students on these many elements of democ-

ratic leadership, which we can find examined in germ in Dewey’s writings.
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