
Article

Dewey’s Political Technology from an 
Anthropological Perspective

Shane J. Ralston

Abstract
This article explores the possibility that John Dewey’s silence about which democratic 
means are needed to achieve democratic ends, while confusing, makes greater sense if 
we appreciate the notion of political technology from an anthropological perspective. 
Michael Eldridge relates the exchange between John Herman Randall, Jr. and Dewey 
in which Dewey concedes “that I have done little or nothing in this direction [of 
outlining what constitutes adequate political technology, but that] does not detract 
from my recognition that in the concrete the invention of such a technology is the 
heart of the problem of intelligent action in political matters.” Dewey’s concession 
could be interpreted as an admission that he was unqualified to identify political 
machinery or institutions suitable for realizing his vision of democracy as a way of 
life. Not being able to specify adequate means to achieve lofty democratic ends is not 
problematic, though, if we appreciate the roots of Dewey’s work (especially Human 
Nature and Conduct) in the anthropological writings of Immanuel Kant and Franz 
Boas. Experience reflects a myriad of social and cultural conditions such that specifying 
explicit means to structure that experience risks stymieing the organic development of 
political practice. When pressured to operationalize political technology, Dewey chose 
the appropriately open-ended and, at times, frustratingly vague means of education 
and growth. In short, Dewey did not want his ambitious democratic vision to outstrip 
the possibilities of practice, so he left the task of specifying exact political technology 
(or which democratic means are best suited to achieve democratic ends) unfinished. 

I believe that education is the fundamental method of social progress and 
reform. 
—John Dewey1 

In the broadest sense, it [Dewey’s experimentalism] is the experimentalism 
of the anthropologist, of the student of human institutions and cultures, 
impressed by the fundamental role of habit in men and societies and by 
the manner in which those habits are altered and changed. 
—John Herman Randall, Jr.2 
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This article explores the possibility that John Dewey’s silence on the matter of 
which democratic means are needed to achieve democratic ends, while confusing, 
makes greater sense if we appreciate the notion of political technology from an 
anthropological perspective. The late Michael Eldridge related the exchange between 
John Herman Randall, Jr. and Dewey in which Dewey concedes “that I have done 
little or nothing in this direction [of outlining what constitutes adequate political 
technology, but that] does not detract from my recognition that in the concrete 
the invention of such a technology is the heart of the problem of intelligent action 
in political matters.”3 

Dewey’s concession could be interpreted as an admission that he was unqual-
ified to identify political machinery or institutions suitable for his vision of democ-
racy as a way of life. Not being able to specify adequate means to achieve lofty 
democratic ends is not problematic though, if we appreciate the roots of Dewey’s 
work (especially Human Nature and Conduct) in the anthropological writings of 
Immanuel Kant and Franz Boas. Experience reflects a myriad of social and cultural 
conditions such that specifying explicit means to structure that experience risks 
stymieing the organic development of political practice. When pressured to oper-
ationalize political technology, Dewey chose the appropriately open-ended—and, 
at times, frustratingly vague—means of education and growth. In short, he did 
not want his ambitious democratic vision to outstrip the possibilities of practice, 
so he left the task of specifying exact political technology (or which democratic 
means are best suited to achieve democratic ends) unfinished. The importance of 
addressing this issue arises from the fact that much of the secondary literature on 
Deweyan democracy misconstrues Dewey’s vagueness about exact political tech-
nology as a weakness of his political philosophy, when it is—I argue—its strength. 

This article is organized into four sections. In the first, I summarize Eldridge’s 
treatment of Dewey’s political technology as well as some work of his critics. These 
critics contend that either Dewey specified the wrong democratic means to achieve 
democratic ends or he was too agnostic about settling on what technology was 
required in advance of changing cultural and political conditions. The second sec-
tion imagines that political technology is limited to institutions. Dewey’s silence 
can then be interpreted as an attempt to maintain a sufficiently flexible institutional 
agenda. In the third section, it is argued that the institutionalist perspective proves 
incomplete and, therefore, needs to be supplemented with a more robust account. 
To this end, I propose that Dewey’s failure to specify adequate political technol-
ogy makes more sense if appreciated anthropologically, reflecting the importance 
Eldridge affords the notion of cultural instrumentalism and that Dewey, himself, 
gave to the concept of culture. The article concludes with some implications of my 
analysis for Dewey scholarship, generally, including a call for a closer study of the 
late Michael Eldridge’s impressive scholarly work on Dewey’s political technology, 
and grassroots political activism. 
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Dewey and the Problem of Political Technology
The essay “Democratic Ends Need Democratic Means for Their Realization” demon-
strates how Dewey’s conceptualization of the means-end relationship operates in a 
political context.4 Originally Dewey presented it as an address to the Committee for 
Cultural Freedom at the outset of the Second World War and prior to U.S. involve-
ment (1939, Germany had just invaded Poland). In the work, he expressed concern 
about the argument, prevalent among elites during the 1930s, that promoting 
democracy will at times require the use of non-democratic means or methods, such 
as violence, propaganda and torture, in order to secure democratic ends. Dewey 
noted that the problem of “repression of cultural freedom” in Germany, Japan 
and Italy cannot solely be due to their fascist political systems, but is symptomatic 
of defects in the wider culture. Likewise, he claimed that “our chief problems 
are those within our own culture.”5 He decried the use of undemocratic means 
(e.g., violence, totalitarian rule) for the sake of securing democratic ends. In other 
words, the ends do not always justify the means (despite the Jesuit maxim), and 
in fact noxious means can potentially poison perfectly acceptable ends. So, “resort 
to military force,” he claims, is unjustified in promoting democracy. Instead, we 
should employ “democratic methods, methods of consultation, persuasion, negoti-
ation, cooperative intelligence.”6 Moreover, the scope of democratic transformation 
should not be restricted to explicitly political arrangements, but ought to extend to 
“industry, education—or culture generally”—that is, to the whole of civil society. 

Dewey’s definition of democracy is alive with melioristic possibilities, or 
opportunities to unleash human potential. In the same year, but in a different 
address entitled “Creative Democracy—The Task before Us,” he writes, “Democracy 
is a way of life controlled by a working faith in the possibilities of human nature.”7 
If democracy cannot be attained by undemocratic means, then what means, meth-
ods and instruments are available to the democrat? What did Dewey mean by 
intelligent democratic methods? A short answer is technology that is adequate to 
achieve democratic ends. 

Some possible candidates for what might count as adequate political tech-
nology are as follows: 

1. Deliberative forums, such as town hall meetings and citizen assem-
blies;

2. Campaign finance reform or efforts to revise current laws that gov-
ern how money is contributed to and used by political action groups, 
political parties and candidates;

3. Transparent and accountable regulatory institutions or independent 
bodies that stop corruption and ensure proper checks and balances 
in a system of fair governance; and

4. Efforts to expand civic education and extend voting rights to margin-
alized or disempowered individuals and groups.
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Dewey comes closest to advocating for the first candidate (and to a weaker 
extent the last three) in The Public and Its Problems. First, he distinguishes between 
political democracy and the social idea of democracy: “We have had occasion to 
refer in passing to the distinction between democracy as a social idea and political 
democracy as a system of government. The two are, of course, connected. The idea 
remains barren and empty save as it is incarnated in human relationships. Yet in dis-
cussion they may be distinguished.”8 Next, he defines political democracy as “those 
traditional political institutions” which include “general suffrage, elected represen-
tatives [and] majority rule.”9 Dewey connects the idea of representative democracy 
and the role of experts and government officials to political technology associated 
with citizen deliberation. Although Dewey never employs the term deliberation 
in the way deliberative democrats do today, he wields synonyms such as inquiry, 
dialogue, and communication to describe how citizens enrich democratic practice 
through discussion, not simply by voting in elections.10 In The Public and Its Prob-
lems, he writes, “Systematic and continuous inquiry . . . and its results are but tools 
after all. Their final actuality is accomplished in face-to-face relationships by means 
of direct give and take. Logic in its fulfilment recurs to the primitive sense of the 
word: dialogue.”11 For Dewey, dialogue is the engine for democratic self-governance, 
the public ruling itself, since it ensures that government policies and actions may 
be criticized, petitioned, and eventually changed through citizen action. This, he 
insists, maximizes government accountability and minimizes the extent to which 
citizens will blindly follow state officials. Of course, Dewey acknowledges that offi-
cials are important, given their policy expertise and the daunting complexity of 
political problems. Ultimately, though, the idea of democracy should outstrip the 
state machinery, radiating into all aspects of life: “The idea of democracy is a wider 
and fuller idea than can be exemplified in the state at its best. To be realized it must 
affect all modes of human association, the family, the school, industry, religion.”12

To make this point more clearly, Dewey abstains from dictating the requi-
site democratic technology in terms of specific political proposals, reforms, insti-
tutions, or practices. All we know is that adequate technology indicates political 
means that are properly adapted to the democratic end: namely, citizens realizing 
as fully as possible their individual and collective capacities (“the possibilities of 
human nature”). So, democratic transformation demands diligence and creativ-
ity, “the slow day by day adoption and contagious diffusion in every phase of our 
common life of methods that are identical with the ends to be reached.”13 Unfor-
tunately, Dewey does not elaborate further. 

Dewey’s vagueness about the exact content of intelligent democratic means 
or political technology occupies Michael Eldridge’s attention in chapter four of 
his book Transforming Experience. He turns to consider “the question of the ade-
quacy of Dewey’s political technology”—that is, whether the need for intelligent 
political practice is no more than an empty truism, given Dewey’s silence about 
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the requirements to realize it.14 By failing to specify any requisite political compe-
tencies or institutions, Dewey was criticized by his younger colleague at Columbia 
University, John Herman Randall, Jr. In the essay “Dewey’s Interpretation of the 
History of Philosophy,” Randall quoted several passages of Liberalism and Social 
Action in which Dewey called for the reform of inherited institutional arrange-
ments and their outmoded practices through the rigorous application of social 
intelligence. Institutional change was needed, but by what method could it be 
achieved? Of course, for Dewey, the method is predominantly educational. “Public 
agitation, propaganda, legislative and administrative action are effective in pro-
ducing the change of disposition,” Dewey wrote, “but only in the degree in which 
they are educative—that is to say, in the degree in which they modify mental and 
moral attitudes.”15 Randall did not criticize Dewey for turning the question of how 
to facilitate institutional change into the question of how to educate institutional 
change-makers. Rather, he challenged Dewey to identify the competencies that 
such a political education should aim to develop in citizens: “Instead of many fine 
generalities about the ‘method of cooperative intelligence,’ Dewey might well direct 
attention to the crucial problem of extending our political skill. For political skill 
can itself be taken as a technological problem to which inquiry can hope to bring 
an answer. . . . Thus by rights Dewey’s philosophy should culminate in the earnest 
consideration of the social techniques for reorganizing beliefs and behaviours—
techniques very different from those dealing with natural materials. It should issue 
in a social engineering, in an applied science of political education—and not merely 
in the hope that someday we may develop one.”16 

Dewey’s response to Randall was diplomatic—almost to a fault. After thank-
ing Randall for his careful critique, Dewey concedes that his democratic vision begs 
for more detail: “The fact—which he points out—that I have myself done little or 
nothing in this direction does not detract from my recognition that in the con-
crete the invention of such a technology is the heart of the problem of intelligent 
action in political matters.”17 Dewey’s concession could be damning evidence that 
his political ideals were too lofty and his democratic dreams too utopic. Dewey 
distinguished political democracy, which signifies the institutional phase of dem-
ocratic governance, and democracy as a social idea (or way of life), which points to 
the conceptual or theoretical phase.18 Several contemporary commentators have 
criticized Dewey, similar to Randall, for failing to operationalize, or make concrete, 
the meaning of political democracy.19 

Roger Ames suggests one reason for Dewey’s silence. Specifying the requi-
site political skills and institutions for realizing democratic ends, besides being 
undemocratic, is potentially dangerous. Superficially democratic means can easily 
transform into conservative instruments of state sanctioned violence. Ames writes, 
“On Dewey’s understanding, the familiar institutionalized forms of democracy—a 
constitution, the office of president, the polling station, the ballot box, and so 
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on—far from being a guarantee of political order, can indeed become a source of 
just such coercion.”20 For instance, Dewey could have recommended a procedure 
for amending a state’s constitution, one that is especially difficult to attain, on the 
rationale that it will sustain political order and continuity from one generation to 
the next. However, when the effect is to preserve a morally questionable constitu-
tional provision (for instance, one that sustained practices of racial segregation), 
the constitutional provision converts to an undemocratic means or piece of politi-
cal technology. Another problem with an individual (such as Dewey) determining 
what constitutes appropriate political technology in advance of democratic publics 
is that the resulting redefinition of genuine political culture prevents democratic 
growth. The ruling or elite culture becomes identical to political culture überhaupt, 
thereby foreclosing opportunities for social experimentation, popular criticism, 
and grassroots dissidence.21 So, it appears that Dewey’s move to demote political 
democracy relative to the aspirational ideal of democracy was warranted, given 
that the recommendation of absolute or fixed means is confining, tradition-bound, 
and potentially coercive. 

While Ames offers one explanation for Dewey’s silence on the matter of polit-
ical technology, he does not tell us why Dewey would not postulate a set of intel-
ligent political practices that, while tentatively democratic and fallible in light of 
future inquiries, could nevertheless inform political experiments aimed at achiev-
ing democratic ends. One approach, as we will be seen in the next section, is to 
describe Dewey as an institutionally oriented democratic theorist with an open-
ended institutional agenda—that is, to appreciate Dewey’s political technology, or 
lack thereof, from an institutionalist perspective.22 

Another approach is to understand democratic means as culturally contin-
gent and emergent phenomena, evoking similar notions in the work of Imman-
uel Kant and Franz Boas. I suggest that this approach works best if we appreciate 
Dewey’s reasons for not specifying adequate political technology from an anthro-
pological perspective. 

From an Institutional Perspective
Institutions consist of funded beliefs and habits—what organizational theorists call 
organizational culture—the accretion of which have created objective organizations 
and agencies that persist in space and time.23 According to Dewey, “[t]o say . . . 
[something] is institutionalized is to say that it involves a tough body of customs, 
ingrained habits of actions, organized and authorized standards, and methods 
of procedure.”24 So, ideas and ideals do not exhaust political experience; for their 
meaning to be suitably enriched, they should also manifest in stable political forms. 
However, ideals qualify the stability of institutional forms, permitting them to 
organically develop through critical scrutiny and reform.25 While Dewey acknowl-
edges that successful “institutions . . . are stable and enduring,” their stability is 
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“only relatively fixed” because “they constitute the structure of the processes that 
go on . . . and are not forced upon processes from without.”26 In Hegel’s philosophy 
of right,27 the dialectical opposition between intellect and sense gradually trans-
forms into self-consciousness and social institutions from a raw physical world; 
ultimately, they are reconciled in the Absolute, where “the real is rational, and the 
rational is real.” Although Dewey’s Hegel-influenced pragmatism dispenses with 
the Absolute, it retains a concern for how ideas and ideals directly influence the 
growth of those habit-funded processes called institutions.28 

An emphasis on institutions does not preclude a concern for individuals, 
though. Indeed, personal development is, for Dewey, a precondition for institutional 
development, for “individuals who are democratic in thought and action are the 
sole final warrant for the existence and endurance of democratic institutions.”29 
So as not to pre-emptively foreclose the many possible avenues before us, Dewey 
purposely avoided recommending a set of institutional arrangements or a final 
destination in the quest to realize a better form of democracy. In stark contrast, 
Francis Fukuyama declares that, by the latter half of the twentieth-century, “the 
end point of mankind’s ideological evolution and the universalization of Western 
liberal democracy as the final form of human government” had been reached. Rather 
than advocate for “political democracy” or a discrete set of political institutions (in 
Fukuyama’s case, liberal democratic ones), Dewey proposed a set of leading prin-
ciples or postulations that together are termed the “social idea” of democracy.30 As 
postulations, these ideas are intended to direct subsequent investigations into the 
design of a stable and viable governing apparatus; however, taken alone, they have 
no direct correspondence with any particular set of institutions.31

Dewey understands democracy as an open-ended struggle to achieve an 
emancipatory ideal which enriches individual and communal experience. Although 
“the measure of the worth of any social institution” is usually its “limited and more 
immediately practical” consequences, what the measure should be, Dewey insists, 
is “its effect in enlarging and improving experience.”32 Realizing the ideal (i.e., the 
social idea of democracy) therefore requires institutional change. However, Dewey 
does not presume to know—let alone recommend—the content of that institutional 
change in advance of its determination by the people and institutions of actual 
political democracies (e.g., elections, commissions of inquiry, judicial decisions, 
and regulatory agency rulings). Generating social and political reforms demands 
institutional transformation. However, the instrumentalities of change should 
not be preordained by a philosopher. According to David Waddington, Dewey 
“refuse[d] to specify the shape of social change in advance. If social change is to be 
truly democratic, it needs to be placed in the hands of the demos, in the hands of 
the workers and citizens who will actually make the change.”33 Specifying the right 
political-institutional technology to obtain social change would block opportunities 
for citizens to develop competencies through their own participation in the process. 
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Whether eliminating apartheid in South Africa or ameliorating racial injus-
tice in the Southern United States, change begs for experimentation with alternate 
institutions. James Campbell contends that pragmatist policy-making should 
resemble an open-ended experimental program: “[A]ll policy measures should 
be envisioned as experiments to be tested in their future consequences. As a con-
sequence of this testing, the program will undergo ongoing revision.”34 Likewise, 
Dewey writes, “[t]hinking ends in experiment and experiment is an actual alter-
ation of a physically antecedent situation in those details or respects which called 
for thought in order to do away with some evil [or problem].”35 Given the experi-
mental thrust of institutional makeovers, long-term consequences are often uncer-
tain, even to those who initiate them. As Dewey observes, “the great social changes 
which have produced new social institutions have been the cumulative effect of flank 
movements that were not obvious at the time of their origin.”36 Likewise, pragmatist 
theorizing about political institutions could, either intentionally or inadvertently, 
contribute to these “flank movements” that beget institutional change. 

Indeed, there is some circumstantial historical evidence for this, such as 
the immense influence Dewey and other classic American pragmatists’ ideas had 
on the Progressive movement of the early twentieth-century; and, more recently, 
some of the language and concepts of contemporary pragmatism that seeped into 
Barack Obama’s campaign for political change.37 If they continue on this trajectory, 
it would appear that pragmatists might have their ideas and ideals realized in the 
design of new institutions and the reconstruction of old ones. Of course, there is 
also the risk that these pragmatist ideas and ideals will be diluted or distorted in 
the process of becoming institutionalized.38

Whatever the outcome of specific institutional recommendations, the mar-
riage of institutionalism and pragmatism appears to resolve the political technology 
conundrum. From an institutionalist perspective, Dewey’s silence on the matter 
of political technology is excusable. He was an institutionalist without a specific 
institutional agenda. He simply refused to specify the right institutional make-up 
in advance, so as not to foreclose opportunities for genuine experimentation and 
democratic choice.

From an Anthropological Perspective
When pragmatists become institutionalists, a closer association between political 
theory and practice is forged. However, the institutionalist perspective falls short 
of addressing the political technology problem for at least two reasons. One, Dewey 
still cannot respond to the objection that some set of experimental and fallible dem-
ocratic means must be proposed if we are to have any hope of achieving democratic 
ends. As he famously declared, “[p]hilosophy recovers itself when it ceases to be a 
device for dealing with the problems of philosophers and becomes a method, culti-
vated by philosophers, for dealing with the problems of men.”39 Dewey’s silence on 
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the feasibility of particular institutional methods might be interpreted as a failure 
to address “the problems of men,” an unwillingness to grapple with the practical 
obstacles institutional actors would face in implementing his vision of democracy. 
Two, democratic means are not exhausted by institutions, but extend downwards 
to even more tertiary tools and micro-level behaviors—specifically, to the political 
practices of agents who sometimes stand outside traditional institutional settings. 
For instance, political activists make demands on policymakers in ways that do not 
always involve formal petition, but extend to informal techniques, such as direct 
action and agitation. To call those techniques institutions would be a misnomer 
since the rationale for enacting them is that more traditional, institutionalized 
channels of redress have been exhausted. To deny political status to such activist 
techniques would be equally mistaken. If voice cannot be exercised in a traditional 
institutionalized setting, oftentimes the only alternative for the silenced or margin-
alized minority is to exit and resort to more radical means of political persuasion. 

So, how do we understand Dewey’s reluctance to specify exact political tech-
nology in a way that does not offend his concern with addressing the “problems of 
men” and accommodates the practices of political activists? A clue can be found 
in John Hermann Randall’s comment that in “the broadest sense,” Dewey’s exper-
imentalism “is the experimentalism of the anthropologist.”40 Late in life, Dewey 
expressed regret that he had not substituted the anthropological language of “cul-
ture” for “experience” in his landmark work Experience and Nature (1925): 

The name “culture” in its anthropological . . . sense designates the vast 
range of things experienced in an indefinite variety of ways. It possesses 
as a name just that body of substantial references which “experience” as a 
name has lost. It names artifacts which rank as “material” and operations 
upon and with material things. [. . .] “culture” designates, also in their re-
ciprocal inter-connections, that immense diversity of human affairs, in-
terests, concerns, values which compartmentalists pigeonhole under “reli-
gion,” “aesthetics,” “politics,” “economics,” etc., etc. Instead of separating, 
isolating, and insulating the many aspects of common life, “culture” holds 
them together in their human and humanistic unity—a service which “ex-
perience” has ceased to render.”41 

Dewey’s preference for culture over experience signals not only a cultural turn in 
his writings, but also an anthropological turn. Culture is a more inclusive concept 
than experience, encompassing all those artifacts, ideas, and practices that make 
human life meaningful—including those conventionally bracketed under the head-
ings “political” or “institutional.” Taking an anthropological perspective is one 
way to sidestep the tendency among theorists to compartmentalize. To this end, I 
briefly examine the influence of Franz Boas ‘and Immanuel Kant’s anthropologi-
cal writings on Dewey’s views about culture, especially as they were expressed in 
Human Nature and Conduct, before returning to the main question of this inquiry: 
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How might we explain Dewey’s silence about what constitutes adequate political 
technology without offending his concern with the “problems of men,” and all the 
while accommodating the activities of political activists? 

Franz Boas’ and Dewey’s tenures at Columbia University not only over-
lapped, but their correspondence reveals a degree of mutual intellectual influence 
beyond that of casual colleagues. In The Mind of Primitive Man, Boas dispelled 
the then-widespread presumption that racial differences were innate. Evidence 
suggested that these essentialized physical and cognitive differences reflected envi-
ronmental and social differences instead.42 Boas writes that “the variability in 
each racial unit is great. The almost insurmountable difficulty lies in the fact that 
physiological and psychological processes and particularly personality cannot be 
reduced to an absolute standard that is free of environmental elements. It is there-
fore gratuitous to claim that a race has a definite personality.”43 And elsewhere, he 
notes “that many so-called racial or hereditary traits are to be considered rather as 
a result of early exposure to certain forms of social conditions.”44 In a speech before 
the NAACP, Dewey would lean on Boas’ findings in making his own argument 
against the view that racial differences are inherent.45 

For Dewey and Boas, probably the most astounding area of intellectual con-
fluence is their similar accounts of habits and the process of habituation. Boas 
writes, “The facts indicate that habits may modify structure . . . [which] suggests an 
instability of habits much greater than that of bodily form.”46 Human and non-hu-
man animals can overcome their hereditary limitations in the struggle to adapt 
to novel environmental conditions. The secret to adaptation is the development of 
new habits, which while more radical or unstable than an individual’s morphol-
ogy, can in time alter the habit-guided creature’s bodily features. Where human 
behavior differs from non-human animal behavior is in the capacity to operate 
outside the range of “stereotyped” instincts, to engage in practice that “depends 
on local tradition and is learned.”47 In other words, habit formation in humans is 
tied to the perpetuation of culture, specifically the transference of traditions and 
localized knowledge through education. For Dewey, similar to Boas, what distin-
guishes humans from non-human animals is the capacity to develop intelligent 
habits and transmit cultural capital through the medium of education. According 
to Dewey, education is a “process of forming fundamental dispositions” or habits 
so that they “take effect in conduct.”48 

Besides the work of Boas, Dewey’s views also found some inspiration in the 
anthropological writings of Immanuel Kant. Though Dewey was a regular critic 
of Kant (and his reading of Kant’s work was distinctly Hegelian), his familiarity 
with Kant’s opus is beyond question. Indeed, he wrote his lost doctoral disser-
tation on Kant’s philosophical method and the problem of the external world.49 
In Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View, Kant considers the obstacles to 
rational self-management. In the first section (titled “Anthropological Didactic”), 
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he addresses the psychological impediments, and in the second (“Anthropological 
Characteristic”), the physical and social hurdles to exercising reason in all areas 
of practical life.50 Unlike Boas and Dewey, Kant propounded an essentialized the-
ory of racial differences. He catalogued a list of these differences in the final part 
of the second section titled “The Character of the Species.” To the book’s credit, 
though, education factors feature strongly in the account of how humans rationally 
organize their individual and collective lives, controlling the will to act on their 
baser nature by becoming “educated to the good.”51 Unlike Dewey, Kant specifies 
exactly what political technology is required in order to attain this higher level of 
rational self-control. The recipe of political means for Kant is distinctly Republi-
can: moral pedagogy, natural or non-dogmatic religion, and a civic constitution. 
With these instrumentalities, Kant believed that German culture could be brought 
into alignment with the dictates of reason and morality—or more plainly, with 
the requirements of Republican freedom. On at least the point that our notions of 
freedom, rationality and moral rightness are a function of culture, Dewey agreed 
with Kant.52 For instance, in Freedom and Culture (1939), he writes that the “prob-
lem of freedom and of democratic institutions is tied up with the kind of culture 
that exists.”53 

However, Dewey disagreed with Kant that German culture would reach its 
zenith with the adoption of these three Republican political technologies. Earlier, 
in German Philosophy and Politics, Dewey accused Kant and German thinkers, 
generally, of advancing absolutist philosophies that deny the influence of culture, 
block the way toward social experimentation, and produce the conditions for stat-
ism and nationalism.54 Likewise, as mentioned earlier, in “Democratic Ends Need 
Democratic Means for Their Realization” (1939), Dewey complained that the prob-
lem of “repression of cultural freedom” in Germany is not solely attributable to 
their fascist political system, but to their larger culture of absolutism, universalism, 
and strict obedience to a sense of moral duty at all costs.55 While Dewey disputed 
whether Kant’s recipe of political means (moral education, natural religion, and 
a civic constitution) had produced Republican freedom in Germany, he largely 
accepted Kant’s argument in Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View. Large-
scale political reforms demand similarly wide-ranging changes in a society’s culture. 
Nevertheless, Dewey, unlike Kant, remained reluctant to specify what constitutes 
adequate political technology for realizing that change. 

A further clue as to why Dewey was silent on the matter of political technol-
ogy can be found in Human Nature and Conduct (1922), particularly in his treat-
ment of habits. Dewey defines habit as “a way or manner of action, not a particular 
act or deed.”56 From a physiological perspective, habits resemble bodily functions, 
such as taking a breath or digesting food: “Breathing is an affair of the air as truly 
as of the lungs; digesting an affair of food as truly of tissues of the stomach.”57 From 
an ecological perspective, habits implicate more than an organism’s body. Since a 
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habit is a mode of conduct, not the conduct itself, habits also signify ways of adapt-
ing to an environment, not just the adaptations themselves. Habit-guided organ-
ism-environment interaction is not just a matter of an agent acting on a world, but 
of an organism behaving within and through a living system, executing its daily 
functions as part of a larger web of biotic relations. According to Tom Burke, the 
“basic picture, generally speaking, is that of a given organism/environment system 
performing a wide range of operations as a normal matter of course.”58 Whether 
within a simple biological system or complex social one, environmental disrup-
tions stimulate efforts by organisms to restore equilibrium, to synchronize their 
(functionally defined) internal and external environments (what process biologist 
call ‘homeostasis’) and to subsequently adapt to environing conditions through 
habit-guided adjustments. 

From an anthropological perspective, habitual conduct is social through 
and through, a matter of generating the proper conditions for intelligent political 
action. Dewey writes, “We must work on the environment not merely on the hearts 
of men. To think otherwise is to suppose that flowers can be raised in a desert or 
motor cars run in a jungle. Both things can happen and without a miracle. But only 
by first changing the jungle and desert.”59 To generate genuine political change, 
reformers must raise popular consciousness about problems and proposed solu-
tions. In Dewey’s words, they need to “work . . . on the hearts of men.” However, 
to ignite a virtuous cycle, they must do more than simply reform the technology 
of change (changing the furniture, so-to-speak); they also need to transform the 
cultural and environmental conditions under which intelligent habits take form 
(“changing the jungle and the desert”). Predetermining the content of that politi-
cal change, or specifying the exact political technology in advance, cuts the chord 
between habits and action, modes of conduct and the conduct itself, generating 
the action or conduct but not the reformist impulse that delivers us to intelligent 
reformist habits again and again. Thus, education is one of the few forms of polit-
ical technology Dewey goes to any significant length to elaborate, for it is itself an 
open-ended process of forming good inclinations to action, enriching cooperative 
experience, and transmitting ideas from one generation to the next. Rather than 
perfectly anticipate outcomes (whether in terms of political institutions or practices), 
education provides the environmental and cultural conditions for cultivating those 
habits that lead individuals to engage in collective action—now and later. One way 
to suss out this conclusion is by distinguishing between political technologies and 
habits. 60 However, I believe that this path is unproductive because, as mentioned, 
political institutions are funded habits, so that the distinction ultimately turns out 
to be one without a difference. Educating for political action is a perfectly Deweyan 
interpretation of what constitutes adequate political technology within a thriving 
democratic society. 
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Conclusion
To conclude, I would like to return to the late Michael Eldridge’s perspective on the 
matter of Dewey’s silence about political technology by first discussing his com-
mentary on the work of Randy Shaw and, lastly, by stating why we should make a 
closer study of this important scholar’s work. 

Eldridge elaborated on why Dewey’s notion of political technology encom-
passes political activism. In Transforming Experience, he turns to Randy Shaw’s 
work The Activist’s Handbook as a resource for expanding Dewey’s conception of 
political technology and responding to John Herman Randall’s critique. Shaw, a 
law student and low-income housing activist, describes his general approach to 
organizing in a Deweyan spirit.61 In Eldridge’s words, Shaw’s approach dictates that 
“activists should not just react to crises, but use them to organize strategically.”62 As 
a reflective practitioner, Shaw illustrates in a series of case studies how this approach 
guides individuals in their organized efforts to promote social justice—whether 
through strategically planning, assessing politicians’ actions (and promised for 
actions), collaborating with adjacent organizations, initiating legal action, or agitat-
ing authorities.63 With the help of Shaw and Dewey, Eldridge explains how political 
technology operates on the street level: “Many advocates for social justice start with 
a rationally generated ideal and demand that an existing situation be replaced by 
one that conforms to their ideal.64 Dewey, who was not without his ideals, would 
seem to side with political operatives, the political “pragmatists,” in requiring that 
any suggested change take the existing situation into account and work from there. 
One moves the current practice toward an ideal, modifying both situation and ideal 
as needed, through a process of deliberative change.” In other words, political tech-
nologies and democratic ideals must be adapted to the conditions of the situation 
and the objectives of the present inquiry, a truism that political operatives live by 
and Dewey respected as a constraint on his own political philosophy. 

Eldridge’s elaboration of Dewey’s answer to Randall in terms of Shaw’s rec-
ommendations for social justice activists is helpful insofar as it operationalizes what 
Dewey might have meant by adequate political technology. Moreover, it does so 
from an anthropological perspective. Eldridge treats Deweyan political technol-
ogy as a form of cultural practice and habitual activity, both in “the way action is 
organized” and “the publicly available symbolic forms through which people expe-
rience and express meaning.”65 I strongly believe that Eldridge’s scholarly work, his 
legacy, is worthy of close attention and inquiry by pragmatists and Dewey scholars 
today. His own writings on Dewey’s historical engagements, pragmatic political 
activism, Obama’s pragmatism and the many meanings of pragmatism, to name 
only a few topics, demonstrate rigor, honesty, and acumen that are rare.66 Eldridge 
was also a scholar-teacher who continually challenged others, pressing them to ask 
uncomfortable questions about Dewey’s life and work—not just to idolize the his-
torical figure, but to criticize, improve, and extend his ideas in meaningful ways.67
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