
292 PART FIVE: PRAGt\IATISi\[ AND T'OIHICS 

ACKNOWLEDGMENT 

An earlier version of this aniclc appeared inJo/m Dewey at 150: Aesthetics, Ethics, 

Science, and SoLid} (Amsterdam and New York: Rodopi, fonhcoming), cd. Larry 

A. Hickman, Matthew Caleb Flamm, KrzyszrofPiorr, and Jcnnifer Anne Rea. 

19. 

DEWEYAN EXPERIMENTALISM
 
AND LEADERSHIP
 

Eric Thomas Weber 

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

dience. He [or she) must have power of self-direction and 

power of directint others, powers of administration, 

ability to assume positions of responsibility. This neces­

sity of educating for leadership is as treat on the indus­

trial as on the political side. 

-John Dewey, "Ethical Principles Underlyin~  Education"l 

I n this paper, I intend to layout the various lessons that John Dewey has to 

offer to scholars and teachers ofleadership. It is odd that so few philosophers 

today study the subject ofleadershlp. It is even stranger for Pragmatists, who are 

concerned with the practical application of philosophical ideas. For in the study 

ofleadership one finds necessarily the combined matters of intelligent judgment 

and ofpraetieal application in imponant contemporary matters. To begin, I will 

call attention [U the place that the study ofleadership held in past philosophical 

discourse in order to offer my hypothesiS regarding the reasons leadership as a 

matter of study has receded from focus in philosophy. Nexr, I will describe the 

growing movement of institutions ofhigher learning in America that are increas­

ingly desirous of intelligent theorizing about leadership, particularly from 

philosophers. Finally, I will describe the contributions that Dewey has to offer 

the field that answer frequently raised challenges to the possibility ofdemocratic 

leadership theory, and I will present the positive content of the stUdy which we 

may draw hom his theories of intelligence, ethics, and education. 

293 

Eric Weber
Typewritten Text
Full citation for this paper:

Weber, Eric Thomas, "Deweyan Experimentalism and Leadership," 
  ch. 19 in Dewey's Enduring Impact: Essays on America's 
  Philosopher, edited by John Shook and Paul Kurtz, 293-301, 
  Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 2011.



294 PART FIVE PRACJ\1ATISi\! AND POLITIC" WEBER: DFWfYAN EXPFRIMFNTAT.ISM AND LEADERSHIP 295 

Socraric criticisms of rhe Sophists arc Iamiliar. Placo cold rhe srories of famous 

persons who proclaimed wisdom in various areas of public liIe and who charged 

fees for the wisdom rhey imparted. Socrates would visit with these SophistS and 

would question them abom their areas of expertise so rhar he might test or confll'lu 

the notion he learned frum the Delphic Otacle, that he was wisest of the Greeks. 

Time and time again, he learned that the persons famed for their wisdom in fact 

knew not whar rhey claimed ro, and revealed him to be wiser due to his awareness 

ofhis own ignorance. In rhis comexr, we see that in the SophistS there was a tradi­

tion of rraining rhe young in the arts of successful living and the achievemem of 

power, bur it was empty of rhe knowledge and ethics thar would produce good and 

beneficial citizen leaders. Rarher than avoid rhinking of leadership, Plato's most 

famous work, rhe Republic, addresses leadership and the education thereof as a cru­

cial political llll1siderarion. Plato warned, "rhe greatesr punishmem for being 

ullwilling co rule is being ruled by someone worse than oneself'2 With such warn­

ings, Plato laid om his ideas aboUt how besr to organize socieries, which included 

a srrariIlcation that is well known. Many other figures could be lisred among those 

who have wrirten philusophically aboUt leadership. A rew uf them include Confu­

cius, Lao Tzu, Aristode, Cicero, i\!arcllS Aurelius, Machiavelli, and Hobbes. 

Scholars outside rhe field of philosophy have produced a significam lirera­

rure on leadership in the lasr hundred years, but it has been dominared by 

amhors who srudy business, rhe management of organizarions, and educarion. 

The last of rhese is likely in some ways to have been influenced by Dewey, who 

spoke uf leadership in the conten of education in many writings. Also con­

(fibming to the scholarship on the subject of leadership arc historians. Histo­

rians have long focused rheir studies on political power and dynasries. Today, his­

rorians have come to srudy leaders ill a variety of areas, such as in rhe sciences. 

Srill, few >cholars focus on the philosophical demands of moral and democratic 

leadership, which! believe we can develop from a study of Dewey's work. I 

should mention a rew scholars, howner, who are philosophers of leadership. 

One example is Terry Price ar rhe Jepson School of Leadership 5mdies ar the 

Universiry of Richmond. Price has authored several books on rhe general subject 

of echieal failures of leadership. He approaches rhe srudy from the Kantian per­

spective which crincizes ehe norian rhat as leaders, persons should have freedom 

to bend rules rhar ordinary cirizens should nor violare. Some of Price's colleagues 

srudy rhe subjecr of leadership from a philosophical perspecrive, bur the very 

small number of such scholars in America is surprising ar leasr. 

Alrhough I can only otter some inirial conjecture here, I suspect rhere are a 

few reasons why philosophers have gouen away from srudying leadership. The 

firsr and most fair reason is thar rradirional rheories ofleadership have in general 

not bem democraric. That is, scholars historically have followed rhe sort of 

Machiavellian or Hobbesian reasoning rhar some assoeiare with immoraliry. In 

times pasr, social srratifiearion was raken for granted and went unchallenged, and 

rhus rhe corresponding theories of leadership were considered outdared ar besr. 

In effect, scholars of leadership as recently as 200! and 2003 ritled papers such 

as Karhryn Riley's article, '''Democraric Leadership'-A Contradiction in 

Terms?" and Robert J. Starrat's article, "Democraric Leadership Theory in Lare 

Moderniry: An Oxymoron or Ironic Possibility?"3 These and orher anicles are 

evidence of an apparent assumption thar the theory of leadership mllSr be con­

sidered elitisr or undemoeraric. Perhaps these scholars have been conditioned by 

amhoritarian academic deans and department chairs, but more likely, rhey are 

revealing the baggage of theories of leadership rhar have yet to be sufficiently 

reconsrrucred in rhe contemporary world. 

I have said that the philosophical srudy of leadership is a growrh area for the 

fmute of philosophy. The following arc some examples. In many starcs, private 

donors and reciring poliricalleaders have been giving moncy ro universiries ror the 

Iormarion of institutes of public policy and leadership. The University of Missis­

sippi, where I work and reach, has such an institute named afrer Iormer Senaror 

Trem Lou. Elsewhere, schools of leadership have been creared, as ar the Jepson 

School at rhe University ofRichmond. More are in development, such as rhe Frank 

Barten School of Leadership and Public Policy at the University of Virginia. Still 

elsewhere, we find organizations growing, such as rhe Imriture for Philosophy and 

Public Policy ar rhe Universiry of Maryland. Growth abounds roo in rhe develop­

ment of centers for ethical leadership. In short, rhere is grear and increasing 

demand for practical philosophy, especially thar which connects to the various 

responsibilities ofleadership and erhics. In this area, Dewey has much ro offer. 

The firsr point I wish to make was evidenced in the quore rhat opens rhe 

present paper. Dewey was perfectly clear that he saw a fundamental goal of edu­

earion in a democratic sociery as the preparation of students for leadership. As 

such, his work on judgment, inquiry, experimentalism, and education all can 

contribute to a Deweyan rheory ofleadership. 

The nexr point is programmaric. Mosr, if nor all, of rhe schools ofJeadership 

in the Unired States arc tied to a particular or at least a general area of study and 
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application. For instancc, schools of public policy and lcadcrship arc growing, as 

are schools of ethics and leadership, business and leadership, etc. Alrhough the 

Jepson School is called a school ofle:adaship tout court, in fact the school has var­

ious traje:crories ofleadership srudies, and thus does not fail at the point De:wey 

would make here. In "lndividualilY, ElJualilY and Superiorily:' Dewey wrote, 

"The endeavor [0 discover abstraer degrees of mental supcriority which fit for 

'leadership' in rhe: abstract is evidence of the hold upon us still exercised by feudal 

arrangements." He continued to explain, "Our new feudalism of the indusrrial 

life which ranks from the great financier through the captain of indllSrry down 

ro the unskilled labora, revives and reinfurces the feudal disposition w ignore 

individual capacil)' displayed in free or individualized pursuits.'" Dewey believed 

lhis effeer of the lingering feudalistic outlook is perniciollS and in this light, we 

can sec ill reverse what he valued in a democratic society's approach [0 leadership, 

\lamely, respeer for individual capacity. 

Fundamentally, this second lesson tells us that, unlike in Plaw's writings, for 

Dewey leadership is not a class of persons. It is not a stratifIed notion focused on 

elile:s. Now, as a scholar and teacher in a program of public policy leadership, I 

must addrns the matter of my program's education of particularly strong sru­

dents in the skills of leadership with knowledge of a field of praerical inlJuiry­

namely, public policy. A possible challenge could be that it does not make sense 

from a Deweyan point of view w run a program that selects the strongest stu­

dents for special training. In fact, I believe that Dewey would object only if the 

traming we offered were somehow exclusive in the sense that others not be 

trained fur leadccship. Programs such as ours and others around the country arc 

perfectly consistent wirh the eHort in education more widely to prepare all stu­

dmts in the abIlities of leadershIp of their own lives and oforhers. Specialization 

in an area ofconcelHration, WIth anenrion to students inrccested in public policy 

in parricular, for example, is acceptable trom a Deweyan poinr of view, I believe, 

so long as it is open to all who wish to apply for the srudy. 

Elsewhere, Dewey wrote abom the need for leadership in educational 

endeavors, though not a strougly aurhoritative and consolidated type of leader­

ship. While some federal support for schools and direction were things he called 

tor, Dewey also recognized that scanned American eH'()[ts in education 

appeared [0 yield resuIrs that foreign states admired. In his essay, "The Direction 

of Education;' Dewey commented on the lack of government guidance in 

education: 

Exemption of political governrnenr and official, from responsibilities that are 

elsewhere incumbenr upon them places corresponding responsibilities upon 

individuals and insritutions. With all our drifting, there must be leadership 

somewhere, or absence of governmental sysrem will Signify lack of all unified 

and cooperative educational movement. BUt leadership that is not official can 

only be intellectual and moral leadership. It is nor merely leadership in educa­

tion bur it is lcadersh ip by education rather than by law and governmenral 

aUthority. Indeed, it is a kind of leadership that gives a new meaning to thc 

word. It is a process of guidance. It takes effect through inspiration, stimula­

tion, communication of ideas, discovtry and report of facts, rather than by 
decree. It is compelled to trUSt for the most parr to the power of facts and ideas 

and to the willingness of the cOlllmunity at large to receive and act upon them.' 

In this passage we see a number ofconcepts that help us to conceive ofleadership 

in education, bm in organizations generally as well. First among these is the com­

monly made distinction between aurhority and leadership. Dewey alludes to 

such a distinction when he differenriates the de jure leadership of govcrnment 

which is lacking. Governmenr by definition is an aurhorirative body, bur 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 marrers, furrhermore, groups of citizens can band [Ogether to fill leader­

ship needs withour the official or nominal titles ofleadership which the govern­

ment holds. Such forms of leadership he: calls intellectual or moral. While he 

would hold these categories [() be overlapping, he could mean by the idea of 

intellectual leadership the sort which is involved in laboratory work, versus the 

kind which Dr. Marrin Luther KingJr. 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 "unified 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 [() 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 siruation. 

finally, while Dewey understands leadership of the de jure sort to include 

the public decrees that governments issue, he fleshes out also the clements of 
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intellectual and moral leadership that individual cirizens or groups can cxhibit in 

the form of "a process ofguidance:' which "takes eHect through inspiration, stim­

ulation, communication of ideas, discovery and tepon of facts." Each of these 

dements is worth examining in considering the dimensions of intdlccrual and 

morallcadership. 

Dewey's psychological and educational theories eenter on the idca of 

illterest. As early as in his essay, "The Ret1ex Arc Concept in Psychology:' Dewey 

explained that a fundamemal trait of human personality is its inclination [() 

attend [() particular things in their environmem 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

lies human attention and interest. In the case of the stlldy ofleadership, Dewey's 

insights about individuals' seleuivity or imercsts can be seen to playa role in the 

clarification of those clemems of a problematic simation [0 which a leader or 

group oflcadns can draw a community's attemion-the step Dewey called Inspi­

I'ftion. We can understand the importance of selectiVity in inspiration when we 

examine a particular case in which leadership is needed. Is a Mississippi commu­

nity's problem to do with cducational r<.:soutces, econumic dcvdopmem, racial 

relations, puor ruads, lack of sidewalks, obesiry, or illiteracy? Any leader who 

hopes to solve all problems at oncc will solvc nonc. Some clcmcnts of a prob­

lematic situation can, if resolved, conrribllte to the resolution of other problems, 

but where to start is a matter that will depend both on the context in question 

and un the varied and ranked imerests uf the community. 

Once leaders find inspiration with regard to a problematic situation, they 

must work on stimulation. Stimulatiun can take place in the form of raising 

awan;ness amung fellow citi:;:ens uf shared problems with a cummunity that 

might wish to address them. Exercises in awareness raising can take the form of 

peaceful marches. the mailing of informational documents, advertisements on 

television, the reporting of stories in news outlets, and much more. Leadership 

must invulve the process ofpublic rdatiuns in whatever forms would be the must 

effective fur the context invulved. We can sec clearly so far huw studems can be 

taught these skills of leadetship-inasmuch as their interests can be made the 

forefront of their research projects in public policy, and they can be taught to 

communicate and transfer messages that they have learned [0 craft clearly and 

with strong moral arguments. 

Once inspiration and stimulation have uccurred, leaders may expetience 

push-back from their communities. Leaders' efforts will nearly always be imper­

tect public experiments. Thus, the communication ofideas is crucial for commu­

nities to have a say in recasting the problems which leaders initially lay Out for 

debate. At least one common cause of failure in leadership concerns those situa­

tiuns in which leaders furmulate inspiration and stimulation for ptujects withuut 

the proper experimentaliSt attitudes that leave one open to adjusting one's con­

ceptions of the community's problems. Thus, the unstated lesson we can learn 

from Dewey's experimentalism and the step of the communication of ideas is 

that leaders must be open to revising their conceptions when bener ways of con­

ceiving of problems arise. This fallibilist attitude 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 

for addressing their problems, at some point concrete reseatch about existential 

conditions and possible COStS ofcarrying Out 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 ofleadership with the democratic ideals ofpublic inquiry. For, if 

research and reporting is done poorly or is falsified, the strongest of authorities 

might tail in the demands of leadership. In this sense, then, we can see that those 

who perform data entry or other collection in large industries playa crucial role in 

the tasks of leadership, even though they tend to feel inferior and disconnected 

ftum the chain of authority. Understood properly, however, and ifproperly valued 

by those in positions of ufficial authority, the persons who serve as interns or 

assistams can see their roles as vital in this important task ofleadership. 

It would be disingenuuus tor me to end here on these positive notes abuut 

leadership in America. given Dewey's several instances of critiquing American 

culture for failures in intelligent thinking and democratic 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

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

we in this country arc too submissive ro what arc termed authorities in ditferent 

fields, and roo little given ro questioning their right ro speak with authority. It is a 

common complaint that we are too credulous a people and are only roo ready ro 
swallow any bunk if it is offered with the prestige of apparent authori ty6 
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In a later essay tram I ~  32, "The Economic Siruation:' Dewey wriees scathingly: 

I cannot remember a cime wllell collcceive chinking-chc ideas chen arc organic 

[() large numbers-was so srupld, so incredibly incompnenr as ic is wday. It is 

a common remark char we have a surprising absence of effecrive leadership in 

chis crisis, Jomescic anJ inrernacionaI, economic and policicaL Now leadership, 

like a bargain, ha, cwo sides. There can be leadership as chere can be f<lllowing 

only when human beings think wgcchcr about a COlllmon cheme wich a shared 

purpose [() a common resule. Leaderslnp is absellt became chis power ofcollec­

cive chinking in connccrion wich solidaricy of emocion and dcsire is lacking 

wday. We have in ics sread aCtempcs CO whip up a 'eeming unicy oLJea and sen­

Cl!rIeI1C by means ofcacch-words, slogans, and adYercising devices.? 

I am sad ro say that if Dewey though c people were capable of limired thinking 

and of overadherence to marketing terms and devices for persuasion, he mighr at 

times in the last tcw years hayc bcen quite a bit more disappoinred today than he 

was in 1932. 

Despitt tht great dtarrh of public imelligtnce that the United States 

eX]lIbits ac times, Dnvey was able co see che posirive demem in the mass of indi­

viduals who "may not be very wise. Bm there is one thing they arc wiser about 

th,m anybody else can be, and chat is where che shoe pinches, the troubles they 

suffer trom." He continues, in an c>say tided "Democracy and Educational 

Administracion:' with hiS faith in democracy, despite the limits brought by the 

forces 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 nor belief that these things arc complete:' he 

qualifies, "but that if given a show they will grow and be able ro generate pro­

gressively the knowledge and wisdom needed to guide collective anion," the 

public and communal process of lcadership.9 

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 abscract content of leadership regardless of democratic 

context and t(lr no application besides seeking the mind-independent truth of 

the mauer, the challenge would in fact be problematic for me. In my current 

wurk, however, I am charged with the education of students in matters of publiC 

policy and leadership, in particular with students' ethical and communicative 

training. In writing and in speech I 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 ofone of rhe efforrs that I under­

take given my Deweyan influences, consider my course in publiC speaking. Like 

Placo, I would not find a course in speech sufficiem on its own. For as Suphocles 

has said, "It is terrible to speak 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 impromptu yet tormal tcedback to 

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 strengrhs ofeach 

others' speeches, somerhing which inevitably consists in noting rhe positive ele­

ments of presentations. All along, roo, students cannot get away with poor or 

unclear arguments, as those are the first areas of critique for improvemem. In 

ways such as these and in pOSSible fmute projects of civic engagement and moral 

leadership, I hope ro 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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CHAPTER 18: DEWEY'S ETHICAL-POLITICAL 
PHILOSOPHY AS A PRESENT RESOURCE 
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