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Abstract

This paper builds upon John Dewey’s understanding of democrat-
ic community and argues that it is undergirded by the conception
of sympathy. The concept of sympathy is integral in understanding
what Dewey meant by democracy as a form of ethical association, a
consideration relevant in contemporary American society due to the
growing polarization in American politics and life. Dewey understood
that sympathy involves an understanding of our own limitations, a
willingness to listen even if we disagree, and an approach to life with
humility and respect for the other. I briefly explore sympathy through
the primary works of Dewey, The Early Works, The Middle Works,
and The Later Works, where he addresses the concept of sympathy.

Introduction

As a student of community and the community school, I often
think about what constitutes a democratic community and what does
not. There are many forms of community and we often speak of it in
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geographical or descriptive terms such as the local community, the
community park, the community church, or the academic community.
What concerns me today is how community and our understanding of
it can be manipulated or become oppressive and exclusive. I wish to
explore community from an ethical perspective rather than geograph-
ically or descriptive and I believe that John Dewey’s understanding
of sympathy is a key component for conceptualizing and integrating
democratic community. Why is this important? Just because people
participate in democratic activities such as voting and may represent
a form of solidarity emotionally and politically, does not necessarily
constitute a democratic community. It is central we become sensitive
to forms of community that undermine our republican form of govern-
ment and civic understanding, responsibility, and proper engagement.
When Dewey referred to democracy as a form of ethical association, he
was talking about a form of community, and I will argue, a community
undergirded by sympathy.

In attempting to grasp the concept of democratic community, what
holds the ethical association as we pursue life, liberty, and happiness?
I will argue that it is sympathy for the other, and the pursuit of hap-
piness is not merely individual but within a social context attentive to
the desires and needs of the other. This does not involve agreement,
but it does imply a willingness to listen and consider another’s point of
view. For this analysis, I will explore Dewey’s primary writings in The
Early Works, Middle Works, and Later Works, where he specifically
addresses the concept of sympathy.! I have examined every instance
where Dewey used the word sympathy in his published writings. I did
not include an analysis of the concept when Dewey was using the term
to express agreement with a philosophical or political position.

Etymologically, the word sympathy derives from the Latin (sym-
pathia) and Greek (Sympatheia) word, which means a “feeling or sim-
ilarity to someone else.? It can also imply the sharing of the feelings or
interests of another, the expression of pity for the suffering of another.
It can imply an inclination to think like or be in accord with an emo-
tion or belief, an affinity between people or relationships, or to act in
“unity or harmony in action or effects.”® Edward Mooney, in the Ency-
clopedia of Ethics, describes sympathy as an altruistic emotion that
“Includes love, concern, compassion, and fellow-feeling, emotions that
are naturally expressed in conduct that is caring, helpful, or benevo-
lent.” “Sympathy,” he writes, “presupposes a capacity for empathy, the
ability to share imaginatively and to identify with another’s feelings,
perceptions, cares, or commitments.”* Sympathy is a form of action,
that pushes us to move toward some form of benevolent action. It can
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refer to an inner state or “traits that serve to represent or to reflect to
the self the point of another person and to move the beholder to try
and ameliorate the other person’s discomfort.”® Regardless of this in-
ner state, this reflection always takes place in a social-cultural setting
and may be impacted by traditional values or religious beliefs.®

Philosophical Conceptions of Sympathy

While better analyzed in a longer paper, philosophers have often
included sympathy in their discussion of ethics. David Hume (1711-
1776) and Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1860) consider sympathy an
important part of their philosophical ethics. Mooney writes, “For Hume
sympathy permits us to recognize and approvingly respond to virtue in
others,” where we align with the other and “rejoice in the happiness
of others and are moved to celebrate their good fortune.”” Hume sees
sympathy in the social sense, related to our self-esteem and self-worth
as sympathy is mutually reciprocated. In his A Treatise of Human Na-
ture, Hume writes, “No quality of human nature is more remarkable,
both in itself and in its consequences, than that propensity we have to
sympathize with others, and to receive by communication their incli-
nations and sentiments, however, different from, or even contrary to
our own.” In a similar sense, Schopenhauer viewed sympathy as one
of the highest of moral virtues. Although influenced by Kant, Goethe,
and French sensualism, Schopenhauer refuses to give Kant’s categor-
ical imperative the basis for moral behavior and saw the imperative
as “an empty abstract rule.” For Schopenhauer, reason could not lead
humankind to morality, it took human will also. He sees sympathy as
“the only origin for altruistic acts and therefore as the true basis of
morality.”’® Schopenhauer envisioned sympathy as the foundation of
justice and sympathy as the obverse of egoism or individualism. Sym-
pathy breaks “through the separateness that divides one person from
another.”!! This is not to suggest that sympathy is opposed to the self
but that the self is nourished and sustained by others’ expressing sym-
pathy to us.

Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) tended to see sympathy as “disguid-
ed self-interest” while Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) saw it as altruistic
and an emotion or inclination apart from deliberative will. Kant con-
sidered sympathy more of a mood than a virtue and can only become a
virtue when linked to reason, such as a moral law. Friedrich Nietzsche
(1844-1900) viewed sympathy as weakness and had met its death with
the demise of Christianity. For Nietzsche, sympathy was actually dan-
gerous in that it hindered humankind from alliances with the Uber-
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mensch, who must be “strong and tough and should not be moved by
the sorrow of others.”*?

John Dewey and Sympathy

John Dewey also emphasized the concept of sympathy, and it forms
the basis for his theory of community The concept of sympathy is an
integral component of pragmatist ethics, so let’s take a moment to look
at Dewey’s use of sympathy and how it forms the basis for his theory of
community.

In The Early Works, the discussion of sympathy is predominate-
ly found in Dewey’s work Psychology, written for his students at the
University of Michigan. In Psychology, Dewey is attempting to balance
his growing belief in science as inquiry and his attempt for unification
through the absolute idealism of Hegel. At the time of publication of
Psychology, Dewey was still influenced by his religious upbringing in
New England Congregationalism, which remained until the 1880s. In
a short biography, published by Jane Dewey, she attempted to explain
his reasoning at the time.*® “He had tried without being aware of the
effect this required of him, to believe in the doctrines of the church,
but his belief was never whole-hearted enough to satisfy his irrational
need.”'* This philosophical attempt at reconciliation was heavily crit-
icized by William James, G. Stanley Hall, and Shadsworth Hodgson.
Dewey will eventually discard these attempts at unification through
Hegel, but he will keep the spiritual component of community as the
basis for democratic association.

In a discussion of liberalism, Dewey described it not as a philoso-
phy or political agenda, but an attitude of mind or attitude of “amica-
bility, sympathy with the underdog, kindliness, etc. forward looking-as
opposed to backward-looking, toward to the past attitude. Progress and
evolution, not revolution.”'® Dewey is giving us an early glimpse into his
theory of community as the cornerstone of democracy, with sympathy at
the core. In his Psychology, he identifies sympathy with the experiences
of others, where we “take the feelings of another for our own.”'® At this
point in his early thought, he seems to see it as a part of our nature, as
selfish or imitative. In this reflex or imitation mode, we “reproduce the
feelings of those about us, we take on their mood unaware.”'” However,
Dewey goes on to say that this is only the “basis of the emotion” but
in full measure sympathy is where we connect our personal experience
with that of the other. “It is impossible,” Dewey asserts, “to over-esti-
mate the importance of sympathy in the emotional life. It is there what
attention is in the strictly intellectual department, as the latter is the
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sole means by which objects and relations come within reach of our con-
sciousness, so sympathy is the sole means by which persons come within
the range of our life.”'® Sympathy is universal in that it takes us beyond
the ego, beyond individual or private interest. He contends that while
sympathy may be an innately human characteristic, it is strengthened
or learned as we engage or interact with others. “Sympathy,” Dewey
notes, “is the reproduction of the experience of another, accompanied by
the recognition of the fact that is his experience.”'® So he sees sympathy
as the conscious or unconscious reproduction of the feelings of others be-
ing reproduced in our own minds. “We must not only take their life into
ours, but we must put ours into theirs. Sympathy, active interest thus
becomes love and a spring to action.” 2° It is through sympathy that we
come to understand others, taking us beyond the self-interest and con-
cerns of the self. Dewey describes sympathy as the “union between me; it
1s to the social sphere what gravitation is to the physical. It is the expres-
sion of the spiritual unity of mankind.”?! It is this spiritual unity that
helps form the basis for community; but cannot exist in the democratic
sense when people are self-absorbed, narcissistic, and materialistic, re-
fusing to identify with the experiences of the other. Dewey views pride
as a form of self-respect, a feeling of our self-worth, “but the obverse
of sympathy.”?? He further contends that sympathy is the source of all
moral feeling, that “may be extended to include all possible relations, in-
tellectual and aesthetic as well as the strictly social, but this only when
these relations are brought into connection with personality. In studying
moral feelings, we have only to ascertain how they are developed out of
the social feelings, and what elements, hitherto unrecognized, this de-
velopment introduces.”?

When we take an active interest in others, it allows us to better
understand them. “We must not only take their life into ours,” Dewey
stated, “but we must put ours into them.” Sympathy becomes love and
the spring to action, while “hate is antipathy.”?* Love is “interest in the
well-being of another for his own sake, it involves hatred for all that
hinders this well-being.”?® In an essay, “Evolution and Ethics,” Dewey
addressed the biological conception of social life as influenced largely
by the work of Herbert Spencer and his social Darwinism, and Dewey
challenged the growing individualism and materialism in American
society at the time. Approaching the question of evolution and ethics
dialectically, Dewey argued, “The role of the cosmic process is struggle
and strife. The role of the ethical process is sympathy and cooperation.
The end of the cosmic process is survival of the fittest, that of ethical,
the fitting of as many as possible to survive. Before the ethical tribu-
nal, the cosmic process stands condemned.”?¢
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As we move to Dewey’s Middle Works, we encounter his most ex-
tensive discussion of sympathy, often related to his philosophy of ed-
ucation. As we are all familiar, Dewey envisioned the school as the
primary institution to restore community life. In an address given to
the National Council of Education in July 1902 entitled “The School
as Social Centre,” he described the school as the social center of the
community, and that our “most pressing political problems cannot be
solved by special measures of legislation or executive activity, but only
by the promotion of common sympathies and a common understand-
ing.” The school as a social center must “provide means for bringing
people together and their ideas and beliefs together, in such ways as
will lessen friction and instability, and introduce deeper sympathy and
wider understanding.”?” In this article, Dewey conveys his concerns on
questions of race, immigration and assimilation, and capitalism and
how they need to be addressed as first moral, then politically. “Bigotry,
intolerance, or even an unswerving faith in the superiority of one’s
own religion and political creed, are much shaken when individuals
are brought face-to-face with each other or have the idea of others
continuously and forcibly placed before them.”?® Dewey contended the
school as a “social centre [sic]” was the best means to promote “social
and intellectual intercourse” leading to sympathy for the other. Subject
matter was not “something fixed and ready-made in itself,” but needed
to be linked by the teacher to the experiences of the child, guided by
their interests.?® These experiences are not singular, as too often ap-
proached by traditional education, but social through interaction with
others through inquiry and mutual exchange of ideas.

Based on Dewey’s educational experience in the Dewey Lab School
at the University of Chicago, in The Child and the Curriculum, a work
familiar to progressive educators at the time, Dewey describes the nar-
row and intimate world of the child, a world ideally of affection and
sympathy.?® He was very sensitive that through experiences in the
classroom students become “acquainted with the conditions of work”
so they could develop a sympathy for labor as a whole.?' In an essay,
Democracy in Education, Dewey presents a challenge to traditional ed-
ucation as being undemocratic. He describes education as “the most
personal, the most intimate, of all human affairs...” and sees the ideal
teacher as one of character and sympathy with children, their world
and their interests.?? He feared a school system that undermined in-
dividual initiative and “inventive ability” and hampered the child as
they entered the schoolroom.?® “The school,” Dewey writes, “ would lose
the special code of ethics and moral training,” often tied to religion,
and “take up into itself the moral aims and forces of social sympathy,
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cooperation and progress.”* He believed the traditional school could
not lend “itself to the development of a vital social spirit or to methods
that appeal to sympathy and cooperation when it moved instead to
absorption, exclusiveness, and competition.”®® Hence Dewey contends,
“it becomes an all-important matter to know how we shall apply our
social standard of moral value to the subject matter of school work, to
what we call, traditionally, the studies that occupy pupils.”® The cur-
riculum was to be “selected and organized as to provide the material
for affording the child a consciousness of the world in which he has to
play a part, and the demands he has to meet; so far as these ends are
met, the school is organized on an ethical basis.”®” This type of curricu-
lum nurtures a spirit of community. For Dewey, the ideal teacher held
a “love of knowledge, a sympathy with growth, intellectual and moral,”
and an “interest in the improvement of society through improving the
individuals who compose it.”*® The ideal teacher was one of sympathet-
ic character.

Not surprisingly one of Dewey’s most extensive discussions of sym-
pathy occurs in his book Ethics, a collaboration with James Tufts and
first published in 1908. In describing the characteristics of the moral,
Dewey denotes it as a “regard for others, under its various aspects of
justice, sympathy, and benevolence.” Sympathy, affection, building
common purpose, and common interest are fundamental in building
the social self. For Dewey, cooperation implies a common end, and “this
common end forms then a controlling rule of action, and the mutual
interest means sympathy.”** The truly moral person assumes the re-
sponsibility of their freedom seeking justice, kindness, and happiness
for all as the common good, a reconstructed individual. Dewey notes,
the reconstructed individual was “a person who is individual in choice,
in feeling, in responsibility, and at the same time social in what he
regards as good, in his sympathies and in his purpose. Otherwise, indi-
vidualism means progress toward the immoral.”*

Dewey still saw sympathy as a natural instinct that can vary in
“Intensity in different individuals” and wished to distinguish sympa-
thy that is just sentiment leading to selfishness. Yet, he saw instinc-
tive sympathy as partial and states, “it may attach itself vehemently
to those of blood kin or to immediate associations in such a way as to
favor them at the expense of others, and lead to positive injustice to-
ward those beyond the charmed circle.”*? He contends that it is through
deliberation and thoughtfulness that “sympathy widens our interest in
consequences and leads us to take into account such results as affect
the welfare of others; it aids us to count and weigh those consequences
as counting for as much as those which touch our own honor, purse, or
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power.”*® Sympathy, in short,” Dewey surmises,” is the general prin-
ciple of moral knowledge, not because its commands take precedence
over others (which they do not necessarily) but because it furnishes the
most reliable and efficacious intellectual standpoint.”** This intellectu-
al standpoint is a kind of thoughtfulness.

In How We Think, Dewey describes this type of reflection as “the
kind of thinking that consists in turning a subject over in the mind and
giving it serious and consecutive consideration.”®® The school is vital
here for it is the primary institution in which this type of reflection is
practical or becomes a habit or in a modern conceptualization a dispo-
sition, and as Maxine Greene contends a reflective thinking “engages
young people in active pursuits of meaning, of sense making with re-
gard to their lived worlds and their own unpredictable lives.”* Think-
ing for Dewey implied a thoughtfulness, an openness to new perspec-
tives and what he described in How We Think as “a power of increased
discrimination of final values,” becoming awake to possibilities.*” Re-
flection embodies both sympathy and method.*® So sympathy is the
putting of the self in the place of the other, “to see from the standpoint
of his purposes and values, to humble our estimate of our own claims
and pretensions to the level they would assume in the eyes of a sym-
pathetic and impartial observer, is the surest way to attain univer-
sality and objectivity in moral knowledge.”*® For Dewey, it is through
education that the right kind of thought and sympathy become effec-
tive. Education, in its broadest sense, is a process by which we learn
cooperation and the importance of working together for the common
good. Dewey constantly reiterated the ultimate goal of education in a
democracy was preparation for life in a democratic society, not narrow
preparation for work. In connecting the significance of this thought to
democratic community Dewey asserts, “Men without friendships, love,
pity, sympathy, communication, cooperation, justice, rights or duties,
would be deprived of nearly all that gives life its values.”®®

In 1915 Dewey and his daughter Evelyn examined several pro-
gressive schools in Schools of Tomorrow. At the time of its publication,
Schools of Tomorrow was the best collection of information on progres-
sive schools and according to Dewey biography George Dykhuizen “de-
tails the different methods used by several schools to make education fit
the growing child’s needs and interests.”® Dewey spoke to his concern
that a traditional or academic education tended to “turn out future cit-
izens with no sympathy for work done with the hands, and with abso-
lutely no training and understanding of the most serious present-day
social and political difficulties.” Dewey referred to it as a plan of “social
predestination totally foreign to the spirit of a democracy.”*?
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One year later in Democracy and Education, Dewey’s most signifi-
cant work on his philosophy of education in a democratic society, Dew-
ey attempted to distinguish two types of community, a community “of
purpose and welfare, loyalty to public ends, and mutuality of sympa-
thy,” to a community that “banded together in criminal conspiracy,”...
that “preyed upon the public while pretending to serve it and political
machines seeking power and plunder rather than the interest of the
people. Here Dewey uses sympathy in a way that can help us distin-
guish the democratic community from its obverse.?® Once again, Dewey
envisioned the school as the best means to restore community life, the
community being the glue holding democratic society together and the
school the best tool for integrating children into social life. In one of his
most cited phrases, Dewey described democracy as a “mode of associat-
ed living of conjoint communicated experience. The extension in space
of the number of individuals who participate in the interest so that
each has to refer his own action to that of others, and to consider the
action of others to give point and direction to his own, is equivalent to
the breaking down of those barriers of class, race, and national territo-
ry which kept men from perceiving the full import of their activity.”>
When one considers the actions and thoughts of another as compared
to one’s on, you engage in a form of sympathy. Democratic virtues,
undergirded by sympathy, included free inquiry, toleration of diverse
opinions, and free and open communication.?®

Continuing along those lines in Reconstruction in Philosophy,
Dewey argued that our moral failures result from the absence of sym-
pathy, a weakness of disposition, but with it we are better able to at-
tack self-interest, as it enables us to “undertake the work of analysis
and decision intelligently...”?® Dewey viewed inquiry as a form of intel-
ligence, best guided by the method of the sciences and social sciences
and best took place in free and open communication, working together
to exchange ideas and to solve the economic, social, and political prob-
lems of the day. This was the type of collective thinking Dewey argued
“must replace interest in abstract moral and social concepts and their
rational systemization,” thus a reconstruction in philosophy to meet
the changes of the modern world.” For Dewey science had freed us
from the fixed and the static, just as democracy freed us from the di-
vine right of kings.

In Human Nature and Conduct, Dewey claims that to check the in-
fluence of hate we need sympathy, which serves to evoke certain dispo-
sitions such as curiosity, explanation, experimentation, frankness, and
respect for the feelings of others. These dispositions, or better habits
for Dewey, form the basis of intelligence, or conscious thought.?® If we
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wish to deal with others and to modify dispositions such as self-inter-
ests, Dewey contends we need to do so in an “artistic way, a way which
requires sympathy and interest to make all of the needed adjustments
to the particular emergencies of the act.”® Robert Westbrook states, “
Indeed, thoughtfulness was the most important of the habits human
beings had developed for it permitted a flexible, adaptative response to
novel situations.”®

In a short essay, “Understanding and Prejudice,” Dewey addressed
the importance of sympathy in challenging prejudice leading to greater
understanding bringing about “harmony, peace, and cooperation...”®
He sensed schools could do more in “breaking down class division,
creating a feeling of greater humanity and of membership in a single
family.”®? Schools could help foster those habits conducive to the demo-
cratic life, such as sensitivity, generosity, imagination, creativity, and
impartiality.

In 1932, in the midst of the Great Depression, Dewey published a
second edition of his book Ethics with his concern for sympathy once
again emphasized. He reiterated that moral life is characterized by
the development of intelligence, cooperation, and sympathy. It is sym-
pathy that separates the intelligent and cooperative from potential
deviance with cooperation “one of nature’s most effective agencies for
a social standard and a social feeling.”%* Again, he likes to refer to sym-
pathy as more than sentimentalism, and emphasized intelligence, the
reflective inquiry in which we seek and desire to view things from the
standpoint of the other. Dewey wished to connect it with wisdom and
thoughtfulness, “concern for the welfare of all affected by conduct...
the surest guarantee for the exercise of consideration, for examination
of a proposed line of conduct in all its bearing.”%® Sympathy extends
thought beyond self and saves consideration of consequences from de-
generating into mere calculation (such as utilitarianism-my emphasis)
by rendering vivid the interests of others, to see things from the posi-
tion of the other, “their purposes and values, to humble, contra wise,
our own pretension and claims till they reach the level they would as-
sume in the eye of an impartial sympathetic observer is the surest
way to attain objectivity of moral knowledge.” Sympathy is a tool for
resolving complex situations.% For Dewey, we cannot solve complex so-
cial, political, or economic problems without sympathetic dispositions.
Once again, the school is crucial here because it should serve to foster
an environment where children can develop through social interaction,
sympathy, and kindness, ideally learning reflection and thoughtful
behavior with the willingness and desire to consider the values and
beliefs of others in the context of one’s own.%’
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Scott R. Stroud writes, sympathy as a “method would call on us
to recognize inherent similarities among agents and selves—including
our self—in communicative settings. It would lead us to think around
several particular ways to self-conceit; think from the position of the
other and why they might be arguing in that way.”®® To do this we
must be willing to examine thoughtfully our own beliefs and values;
the pragmatist conception of democracy demands this as we engage
and willingly listen to others in a form of sympathy. Sympathy, by its
nature, rejects the ideological either/or, or those who tend to refuse
to engage in open discourse because their position is perceived in the
form of a truth claim. This is the anti-thesis of democratic thinking.

Conclusion

Ulrich Beck writes, “We live in an age in which the social order of
the national state, class, ethnicity and the traditional family is in de-
cline. The ethic of the individual self-fulfilled and achieved is the most
powerful current in modern society. The choosing, deciding, shaping
human being who aspires to be the author of his or her own life, the
creator of an individual identity, is the central character of our time.”®®
In essence, this is what Dewey feared, where “the isolated, competitive
individual is the basic unit of human experience.””™ This characteristic
of neo-liberal culture inhibits our ability to work in collective space for
the common good, a form of civic engagement.

Dewey clearly envisioned the school as an institution that could
foster civic engagement, but can an “institution of the mainstream be
used to lead us out of the quandary, or do these institutions have to
radically change?’” The recent election of 2020, the challenging of le-
gitimate results, and the storming of the U.S. capitol show that Amer-
ican democracy 1is in crisis and that there has been a failure in educat-
ing the public as to what constitutes civic virtue and civic engagement.
We now find ourselves in an “ideological standoff’” where there is a
refusal to engage in “civil discourse, critical thought,” and a lack of
“willingness to sacrifice individual interests to the greater good.””
Dewey sought a balance of the role of the individual within the social,
“affirming individual and communal dimensions simultaneously, and
in the generalized belief in the human possibilities by which culture is
energized.”™ Neo-liberalism conceives democracy as an individual act
and is too often construed in a materialist/consumerist fashion. In this
construction, “me” comes before “we” and undermines the democratic
community undergirded by sympathy as Dewey understood it. “Under
these conditions,” writes Stephen Rowe, “the human spirit atrophies
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and development is stunted.”™ Dewey envisioned sympathy as a senti-
ment but one tied to an intellectual method, a method of intelligence,
in the form of reflective thoughtfulness, in which we seek to push our-
selves “to think around our biases in reasoning and judgment, especial-
ly in cases of heated argument with others.””

In a Deweyan context, Yuval Levin notes, “Out national revival
will ultimately depend on our ability to revive human-sized institu-
tions of various forms and characters: familial and communal, social
and political (of all parties and stripes) charitable and commercial, ed-
ucational and spiritual, sacred and profane.”

Dewey argued that the transition from a rural/agrarian society
to an industrial/capitalist one undermined community and thus im-
pacting human relations. He understood the move to materialism and
individualism as a threat to democracy. “Increasingly,” notes Rowe,
“democratic values were displaced by corporate values, as democracy
came to be understood in procedural rather than substantive terms,
as a structure of government rather than community, as the distinctly
minimalist form of government most friendly to capitalism.””” This is
what Dewey meant when he described democracy as more than a form
of government. Building a truly democratic community relies on sym-
pathy for the other, where we grasp our own limitations in a sense of
humility, a willingness to listen, to cooperate as we “discover together
the surprising new life which emerges in our midst when we are to-
gether in this way-in the shared commitment to a healthy planet.””®
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