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1 Introduction

Citizens in a democracy must be educated because it is they who steer the ship of state
(Dar, 2021). Therefore, for a country to progress toward democracy, people need to be
nurtured with democratic literacy through education. The ideas of John Dewey, a 20th
Century American philosopher, are highly influential on our contemporary understanding
of this relationship between education and democracy. He was born on October 20, 1859,
in Burlington, Vermont, in the United States. After graduating from the University of
Vermont in 1879, he taught in Vermont until 1881 and in high school in Pennsylvania until
1882. He received a doctorate from Johns Hopkins University in 1884. He died on June 1,
1952. Dewey is known for his views on the relationships between philosophy, education,
democracy, the society, and the individual (Ozkan, 2020).

In Democracy and Education, Dewey criticizes dichotomies such as those between
reason and experience, intelligence and physical strength, liberal education and practical
training, the sciences and the humanities, and the spiritual and the material. He believed
that history had affirmed the former at the expense of the latter of these dichotomies, and
such an imbalance hinders social progress. Thus, Dewey adopted an empiricist foundation
and argued that ideally, science and labor ought to carry both practical and humanistic
value in a society. In the preface of Democracy and Education, Dewey explored and
explained the various ideas constituting a democratic society and the application of these
ideas to various issues in education (Dewey, 1916; Tampio, 2024).

Dewey’s writings continue to influence discussions on a variety of subjects, including
democratic education, which was the focus of Dewey’s famous 1916 book on the subject
(Dewey, 1916; Tampio, 2024).

Dewey believed that democracy means that every human being, independent of the
quantity or range of his personal endowment, has the right to equal opportunity with
every other person for development of whatever gifts he has. Dewey’s vision of education
is teachers nurturing each child’s passions and not using tests to rank children. School
curriculum develop talent in every student—nurture by nature. However, some schools
are far from realizing that vision (Dewey, 1916; Shih, 2024; Tampio, 2024). Therefore,
this article explores John Dewey’s idea of democracy and his conception of the role of
learning in developing a democratic learning atmosphere, and emphasizes a democratic
education allows students to participate in the problem-solving process, that continuous
use of real social issues enhances democratic literacy for students (Ye and Shih, 2021).

01 frontiersin.org


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpos.2024.1429685
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fpos.2024.1429685&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-06-27
mailto:shih262@gmail.com
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpos.2024.1429685
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpos.2024.1429685/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science
https://www.frontiersin.org

Shih

2 Research method

This study uses a critical hermeneutic approach to understand
Dewey’s idea of democracy, which is a key pillar of his thought.
Many scholars have studied his earlier and well-known works,
The School and Society and Democracy and Education (Dewey,
1899/1976; Shih, 2018; Saito, 2020).

3 Dewey’'s idea of democracy and
how it inspires learning for democracy

3.1 Students are socialized into a
democratic way of life through education

In the preface of Democracy and Education, Dewey states
that he aimed to provide “a critical estimate of the theories
of knowing and moral development which were formulated in
earlier societies, but still operate... to hamper the adequate

»

realization of the idea of democracy.” He argues that the
realization of democracy is closely related to epistemic and
moral development, upon which the society and its educational
system are based. Dewey implied that for education to be
truly democratizing, the theories of knowledge and moral
development underpinning education must be aligned with a
democratic way of life (Dewey, 1916; Lind, 2023). In addition,
students must be socialized into a democratic way of life (Shih,
2020).

3.2 Students gain opportunities and
resources to realize their potential by
participating in political, social, and
cultural life

Dewey fiercely advocated for participatory democracy: the
belief that democracy as an ethical ideal calls upon men and women
to build communities in which every individual has the necessary
opportunities and resources to realize his or her potential by
participating in political, social, and cultural life. This also extends
to students (Dewey, 1916; Peters and Jandri¢, 2017).

3.3 Teachers should respect diversity in
their students’ way of being

Dewey’s vision of democracy challenges us to adapt our global
communities and educational systems according to the needs of our
historical moment for all citizens to benefit. Dewey called on the
citizens of democratic societies to imagine new ways of association
and interaction that foster respect for freedom, equality, and the
diversity in our ways of being in the world. Similarly, teachers
should respect diversity in their students’ way of being for students
to flourish as human beings (Dewey, 1916; Gordon and English,
2016; Ye and Shih, 2021).
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3.4 The ability of students to exercise their
judgment is honed through democratic
education

Dewey stressed that education must prepare students for an
uncertain future. Indeed, we face such a future given the speed
of economic and technological change today. Thus, students must
develop effective habits, be adaptable, and learn how to learn. This
contrasts with a traditional, industrial model of education where
individuals are trained to fulfill a single occupational niche for the
rest of their lives (Dewey, 1916; Stobie, 2024).

Dewey expanded the concept of democracy to mean something
abstract to something that encompasses the entirety of human life.
Correspondingly, education became increasingly entwined in such
a conception of democracy. As noted by Dewey, most people think
of democracy as a political institution, made most visible by the
act of voting. However, voters ought to make an informed choice,
and they can only do so through keen judgment, which is cultivated
through education (Dewey, 1916; Ye and Shih, 2021).

4 Discussion

Maintaining democracy and freedom is key to the future of
the post-totalitarian countries that emerged 30 years ago from
their isolation from the West to reclaim the place where they had
historically belonged (Strouhal, 2020).

The dialectical relationship between democracy and education
for democracy reflects the fluid natures of both democracy and
education. Fluctuations within the internal dynamics of democratic
institutions and relations between democracy and society can
reflect progress, a deepening of democracy, or setbacks. As a result
of such flux, the relationship of democracy to education evolves
as does democracy itself, necessitating periodic reexamination so
that efforts to align educational institutions with democratic goals
remain relevant (Reimers, 2023).

In addition, the sustainability of a country depends on the
quality of the next generation, which plays a vital role in
various aspects of life, ranging from education, culture, economy,
politics, and religion. Education can build a new generation of
a nation toward a better direction. All nations worldwide are
trying to prepare the next generation of good and smart citizens.
Carrying the spirit of democracy, all nations worldwide emphasize
organizing a good governance government and focusing on the
involvement of its citizens (Fuad, 2023).

>«

Dewey’s “Democracy and Education” is commendably guided
by the vision of a democratic society. He contrasts the democratic
society with an undesirable society “which internally and externally
sets up barriers to free intercourse and communication of
experience”. By contrast, a democratic society “secures flexible
readjustment of its institutions through interaction of the different
forms of associated life” and “makes provision for participation in
its good of all its members on equal terms”. Dewey proposed two
metrics “to measure the worth of a form of social life” by: “the extent
in which the interests of a group are shared by all its members, and
the fullness and freedom with which it interacts with other groups”
(Dewey, 1916; Papastephanou, 2017).
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Finally, Dewey defined education in Democracy and Education
as “that reconstruction or reorganization of experience which
adds to the meaning of experience, and which increases ability
to direct the course of subsequent experience.” (Dewey, 1916).
Hence, education must be based on experience, developing and
expanding the growth of experience from individuals’ real-life
experiences. Since each experience can have either a positive or
negative impact on each person, the attitudes formed can lead
to preferences or aversions, and the value of an experience can
be inferred from the direction it drives. The transformation of
experience has educational significance only when it develops
positively. Therefore, teachers should promote education in a
democratic manner, allowing students to gain experiences of
democratic education. In this way, students are more likely
to develop democratic literacy. And, our society is more likely to
become a democratic society.

5 Conclusions

Autonomous citizens participating in a free society (i.e., a
democracy) cannot be cultivated in a regimented, one-size-fits-
all classroom. Students should thus be given enough space to
continually experience life and establish their values. Dewey argued
that education, both formal and informal, should be organized to
promote individual and social growth. These ends are most likely
to be achieved when learners work together and focus on crucial
problems relevant to their lives (Harbour, 2023).

Such education is the bedrock on which a democracy thrives,
where democratic processes and practices extend beyond the
political into the social and economic (Harbour, 2023). Such
education can also only function in a society where democratic
ideals (that every young citizen ought to be socialized into
becoming thinking participants of a free society) are cherished.
Thus, education and democracy are parasitic on each other in
Dewey’s worldview (van der Ploeg, 2019).

Through the decades, Dewey’s focus increasingly shifted
toward the importance of learning to think critically, including
interrogating existing social structures and dynamics (van der
Ploeg, 2019). We glean the following points from Dewey’s
conception of democracy and education. (1) Education should
socialize students into a democratic way of life. (2) Students should

References

Dar, R. A. (2021). Educational philosophy of John Dewey and his main
contribution to education. Int. J. Adv. Multidiscipl. Sci. Res. 4, 12-19.
doi: 10.31426/ijamsr.2021.4.9.47120

Dewey, J. (1899/1976). “The school and society,” in The Middle Works of John
Dewey, ed.]. A. Boydston (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press).
Dewey, J. (1916). Democracy and Education. New York: The Macmillan Company.

Fuad, V. (2023). Relationship between young citizens democracy education and
good governance. Int. J. Educ. Qualit. Quant. Res. 2, 35-41. doi: 10.58418/ijeqqr.v
2il.41

Gordon, M., and English, A. R. (2016). John Deweys democracy and
education in an era of globalization. Educ. Phil. Theory 48, 977-980.
doi: 10.1080/00131857.2016.1204742

Harbour, C. P. (2023). “John Dewey: education for democracy;” in The Palgrave
Handbook of Educational Thinkers, ed. B. A. Geier (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan).

Frontiersin Political Science

10.3389/fp0os.2024.1429685

be given opportunities and resources to realize their potential by
participating in political, social, and cultural life. (3) Teachers
should respect the diversity in their students’ ways of being.
(4) Democratic education should hone the ability of students to
exercise their judgment. (5) Education in a democracy should
aim to “continuously reorganize and transform the experiences”
of students. We hope that, through our article, educators and
stakeholders can appreciate the centrality of democratic education
in a democratic society.

Author contributions

Y-HS: Conceptualization, Data curation, Formal analysis,
Methodology,
administration, Resources, Software, Supervision, Validation,

Funding acquisition, Investigation, Project

Visualization, Writing — original draft, Writing - review & editing.

Funding

The author(s) declare financial support was received for the
research, authorship, and/or publication of this article. This study
was funded by the Taiwan’s Ministry of Science and Technology
(Grant No. 104-2410-H-254-001-).

Conflict of interest

The author declares that the research was conducted in the
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be
construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the
authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated
organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the
reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or
claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or
endorsed by the publisher.

Lind, A. R. (2023). Dewey, experience, and education for democracy: a
reconstructive discussion. Educ. Theory 73, 209-319. doi: 10.1111/edth.12567

Ozkan, U. B. (2020). “Curriculum development model of John Dewey;” in
Current Researches in Educational Sciences, eds. A. Doganaym and O. Kutlu (Ankara:
Akademisyen Kitabevi A.S.), 23-37.

Papastephanou, M. (2017). Learning by undoing, democracy and education, and
John Dewey, the colonial traveler. Educ. Sci. 7:20. doi: 10.3390/educsci7010020

Peters, M. A, and Jandri¢, P. (2017). Dewey’s democracy and education in the age of
digital reason: the global, ecological and digital turns. Open Rev. Educ. Res. 4, 205-218.
doi: 10.1080/23265507.2017.1395290

Reimers, F. M. (2023). Education and the challenges for democracy. Educ. Policy
Anal. Arch. 31:102. doi: 10.14507/epaa.31.8243

Saito, N. (2020). “John Dewey (1859-1952): Democratic hope through
higher education,” in Philosophers on the University. Debating Higher

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpos.2024.1429685
https://doi.org/10.31426/ijamsr.2021.4.9.47120
https://doi.org/10.58418/ijeqqr.v2i1.41
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131857.2016.1204742
https://doi.org/10.1111/edth.12567
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci7010020
https://doi.org/10.1080/23265507.2017.1395290
https://doi.org/10.14507/epaa.31.8243
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science
https://www.frontiersin.org

Shih

Education:  Philosophical eds. and A. Fulford

(Cham: Springer).

Perspectives, R. Barnett,

Shih, Y. H. (2018). Some critical thinking on Paulo Freire’s critical pedagogy and its
educational implications. Int. Educ. Stud. 11, 64-70. doi: 10.5539/ies.v11n9p64

Shih, Y. H. (2020). Encounter with Paulo Freire’s critical pedagogy: Visiting
the Brazilian social context (1950s-1970s). Univer. J. Educ. Res. 8, 1228-1236.
doi: 10.13189/ujer.2020.080413

Shih, Y. H. (2024). Children’s learning for sustainability in social studies
education: a case study from Taiwanese elementary school. Front. Educ. 9:1353420.
doi: 10.3389/feduc.2024.1353420

Stobie, T. (2024). Reflections on the 100th year Anmniversary of John Dewey’s
‘Democracy and Education’. Available online at: https://blog.cambridgeinternational.
org/reflections~-on-the- 100th-year-anniversary- of-john- deweys- democracy-and:
education/ (accessed March 26, 2024).

Frontiersin Political Science

04

10.3389/fp0os.2024.1429685

Strouhal, M (2020). On the current problems of education for democracy. J. Pedag.
11, 73-87. doi: 10.2478/jped-2020-0012

Tampio, N. (2024). Why John Dewey’s Vision for Education and Democracy Still
Resonates Today. Available online at: https://theconversation.com/why-john-deweys-
vision-for-education-and-democracy-still- resonates- today-222849 (accessed March
26, 2024).

van der Ploeg, P. A. (2019). “Dewey and citizenship education:
schooling as democratic practicey in The Palgrave Handbook of Citizenship

and  Education, eds. A. Peterson, G. Stahl, and H. Soong (Cham:
Palgrave Macmillan).

Ye, Y. H, and Shih, Y. H. (2021). Development of John
Dewey’s  educational  philosophy and its implications for children’s
education. Policy Futures Educ. 19, 877-890. doi: 10.1177/14782103209
87678

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpos.2024.1429685
https://doi.org/10.5539/ies.v11n9p64
https://doi.org/10.13189/ujer.2020.080413
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1353420
https://blog.cambridgeinternational.org/reflections~-on-the-100th-year-anniversary-of-john-deweys-democracy-and-education/
https://blog.cambridgeinternational.org/reflections~-on-the-100th-year-anniversary-of-john-deweys-democracy-and-education/
https://blog.cambridgeinternational.org/reflections~-on-the-100th-year-anniversary-of-john-deweys-democracy-and-education/
https://doi.org/10.2478/jped-2020-0012
https://theconversation.com/why-john-deweys-vision-for-education-and-democracy-still-resonates-today-222849
https://theconversation.com/why-john-deweys-vision-for-education-and-democracy-still-resonates-today-222849
https://doi.org/10.1177/1478210320987678
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science
https://www.frontiersin.org

	Learning for democracy: some inspiration from John Dewey's idea of democracy
	1 Introduction
	2 Research method
	3 Dewey's idea of democracy and how it inspires learning for democracy
	3.1 Students are socialized into a democratic way of life through education
	3.2 Students gain opportunities and resources to realize their potential by participating in political, social, and cultural life
	3.3 Teachers should respect diversity in their students' way of being
	3.4 The ability of students to exercise their judgment is honed through democratic education

	4 Discussion
	5 Conclusions
	Author contributions
	Funding
	Conflict of interest
	Publisher's note
	References


