John Dewey and Emerson

At first blush Dewey and Emerson seem to occupy opposite ends of the philosophical spectrum: Emerson throws out flashes of insight and Dewey, unpoetically, looks at life’s questions pragmatically and judges the value of ideas and ideals by their practical value.  We don’t usually consider Emerson a professional philosopher.  I doubt if students of philosophy study Emerson; whereas Dewey is the quintessential professional philosopher – a professor of philosophy, acknowledged to be the most important philosopher of the 20th century, who wrote voluminously on esoteric, metaphysical and logical subjects considered the province of philosophy.  His writings are not considered literary art.  People categorize Emerson as an artist; we study him in courses on literature and don’t associate him with the philosopher’s skill of linking propositions logically to some conclusion regardless of the literary merit of the writing.

My superficial appraisal of Dewey’s relationship to Emerson turns out to be wrong.  Dewey wrote one of the most admiring and perceptive essays about Emerson I have come across in which he places Emerson as one of the great philosophers, calling him the philosopher of democracy.

Critics have said that Emerson’s writings lack logic, and are a string of pearls loosely strung, giving us maxims, proverbs, aphorisms and brilliant insights, but no clear systematic thinking.  Dewey disagrees.  He says that Emerson does have logic; not propositions but a finer logic, an unfolding of silent intuition.  He sees Emerson’s thought as compact and unified with diversity, an intellectual attack in a concentrated form.  Emerson, says Dewey, is more than a philosopher; he works by art, not metaphysics.  Emerson considered himself a poet, a seer not a reasoner.  “The poet is a believer; the philosopher [has] only reasons for belief.”  “The thing uttered in words is not therefore affirmed, it must affirm itself and not forms of grammar and not plausibility can give it evidence and no array of arguments.”  Emerson thought perception more potent than reasoning.  Consider this from the Divinity School Address.

“The sentiment of virtue is a reverence and delight in the presence of certain divine laws.  It perceives that this homely game of life we play, covers, under what seem foolish details principles that astonish.  The child amidst his baubles, is learning the action of light, motion, gravity, muscular force; and in the game of human life, love, fear, justice, appetite, man and God, interact.  These laws refuse to be adequately stated.  They will not be written out on paper, or spoken by the tongue.  They elude our persevering thought; yet we read them hourly in each other’s faces, in each other’s actions, in our own remorse….  The intuition of the moral sentiment is an insight of the perfection of the laws of the soul.  These laws execute themselves.”   

Dewey thought that Emerson was more than a poet; that he extolled intelligence.  Emerson sees thought as similar to perception.  This is from his essay, “Intellect.”

“Our spontaneous action is always the best.  You cannot with your best deliberation and heed, come so close to any question as your spontaneous glance shall bring you, whilst you rise from your bed, or walk abroad in the morning after meditating the matter before sleep on the previous night.  Our thinking is a pious reception.  Our truth of thought is therefore vitiated as much by too violent direction given by our will, as by too great negligence.  We do not determine what we will think.  We only open our senses, clear away, as we can, all obstruction from the fact, and suffer the intellect to see.  We have little control over our thoughts.  We are the prisoners of ideas.  They catch us up for moments into their heaven, and so fully engage us, that we take no thought for the morrow, gaze like children, without an effort to make them our own.  By and by we fall out of that rapture, bethink us where we have been, what we have seen, and repeat, as truly as we can, what we have beheld.  As far as we can recall these ecstasies, men and all the ages confirm it.  It is called Truth.  But the moment we cease to report, and attempt to correct and contrive, it is not truth.”

Here is a strong link between Dewey and Emerson.  Dewey for all his close reasoning about logic and truth, would summarize his position as using intelligence to solve problems without the burden of dragging along great principles and eternal truths.  This is also the heart of Emerson, whose seeming lack of cohesion is the demonstration of how we should apply intelligence to life.

We consider Emerson an idealist, someone who asserts that reality is fundamentally mental, immaterial; that we cannot know anything independent of the mind; that ideas, especially beliefs and values, shape society.  Most radically, the idealist says that all entities are composed of mind.  This accords with the view of physicists who recognize the implications of quantum theory, which shows, for example, that what we accept as reality depends on how we observe something, rather than the traditional view that reality exists separate from how we think.  Quantum theory shows that all things consist of particles and waves, and whether it acts as a wave or a particle depends on how we observe it.  James Jeans, the eminent British physicist said, “The Universe begins to look more like a great thought than like a great machine.”

Yet Dewey points out that Emerson’s idealism doesn’t depart from bringing intelligent thought down to everyday life.  Our ideas must, finally, be ethical and practical, must be an accurate description of the facts.  We, in the end, should measure everyone’s thoughts, no matter how famous the thinker, according to our own judgment.  As Emerson said, “I were a fool not to sacrifice a thousand Aeschyluses to my intellectual integrity.”  Or, “Aristotle and Bacon and Kant propound some maxim which is the key-note of philosophy thenceforward, but I am more interested to know [that it is] only some familiar experience of every man in the street.”  Emerson and Dewey agree that the idea we consider true should be a literal report of the experience of the hour.  Both of their ideas are not fixed upon any Reality that is beyond or behind, but are versions of the here and now.  

Dewey said of Emerson, and it describes himself as well, that he wanted to restore to the common people what they have lost by the rule of creed, systems, convention and institutions, whereby truth becomes a puzzle of imposed law, an ideal we glimpse from a distance, and a trick of specialists.  The common people should see truth as clear and simple.

Dewey brings all this together when he calls Emerson the philosopher of democracy, which is the highest compliment Dewey can give.  “We don’t see a clear system in Emerson, we see him as the prophet and herald of any system democracy may construct…. Emerson is the philosopher of democracy because he teaches us not to say ‘master’ to power, and to reject success measured by money and power, and to recognize that character is the highest value.”   Emerson puts it this way, “It is not propositions, not new dogmas and logical exposition … that are our first need, but to watch and tenderly cherish the intellectual and moral sensibilities and woo them to stay and make their home with us.  Whilst they abide with us, we shall not think amiss.”  

I conclude that Dewey answered the criticism that Emerson lacks logic and presents a string of pearls loosely strung; maxims, proverbs, aphorisms and brilliant insights, that he writes sentences, or perhaps paragraphs, but not well constructed essays, by saying that Emerson used his essays to show us how we should think, and how this way of thinking will solve problems and bring us greater depth of character.
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