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SPECTERS OF DEWEY IN LATIN AMERICA: 
SOME NOTES ON THE RECEPTION OF 

EDUCATIONAL THEORIES 

lnes Dussel & Marcelo Caruso1 
University of Buenos Aires, Argentina 

INTRODUCTION 

In the past two decades, the internationalization of pedagogy has become 
an object of scrutiny within a broader concern about the complex emer­
gence of the modern schoo12. In this field, the question of reading and 
reception appears as a relevant issue, not only because printing and 
printed materials were the main means for the transfer of educational 
theories but because the process of reading itself can be used as a matrix 
for understanding other processes of receiving educational theories. 

The problematic of reading has been considered traditionally with the 
pattern of the relation between the original and the copy. The links among 
educationists from disparate countries and historical moments have been 
talked about in terms of misadjustments, infidelities or degradations of the 
first version. Recent work on Dewey's repercussion in the Third World 
suggests other approaches. Ronald Goodenow finds significant trans­
ferences between progressive Latin American educationists and Dewey's 
pedagogy.3 

In this article, however, we intend to have a look at Dewey's readings in 
Latin America from a different point of view, as suggested by the theory of 
articulation4 and modern literary theory, particularly the aesthetics of re-
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ception5. Dewey's pedagogy and Latin American pedagogies will be con­
sidered as open discursive systems whose elements are permanently re­
articulated, creating new series of meanings. Latin American pedagogical 
fieldss operate, in our regard, as "translation matrices" for ideas and pro­
posals that are integrated in a particular constellation of meanings and/or 
discursive positions. 

Throughout our argument, we would like to consider two central points 
of the problematic of reading. The first one is related to the articulation 
implied by reading, engaging political strategies, social fantasies and 
imaginaries both at the level of the individual subject and of social fields. 
The second one intends to point out the radical historicity of reading, fol­
lowing Bakhtin's argument about the dialogic and historical substance of 
utterances. That is why our article will begin by describing the horizons of 
reading7 of Argentine and Brazilian educationists, as the discursive fields 
in which they developed their pedagogical praxis. 

To study Dewey's readings also implies to get involved in the complex 
meanderings of educational liberalism, which had one of its most produc­
tive representatives in Dewey himself. His prolific work - including psy­
chological and philosophical issues, school problems, social concerns, 
political theories - and the wide semantic field comprising liberalism and 
educational reform were two "given" conditions that South American 
readers had to face. This complex of meanings were early read in Latin 
American societies, traced by variable subordinate but constitutive con­
nections to the world system, weak modernization process and an in­
creasing cultural hybridization. To know what, how and under which con­
ditions Dewey was read is to get an approach to the "inclusion of the in­
clusiveness" and the democratic pedagogical optimism in our region. 

PEDAGOGICAL HORIZONS OF READING DEWEY IN ARGENTINA 
AND BRAZIL 

When William Brickman wrote about Dewey's foreign reputation as an 
educator, he needed just one paragraph to define that "it is in Brazil and 
Argentina that Dewey appears to have attracted his greatest following in 
Latin America"a. Brickman held that since Sarmiento and Jose Pedro 
Varela's works (liberal leaders of the XIXth century), Latin American edu­
cationists have generally considered their colleagues of the north with 
respect. 

As for our part, we would not be so affirmative about the leadership of 
the south of the continent in the diffusion of Dewey's ideas in Latin Amer­
ica, as we keep in mind the Mexican process - with which Dewey himself 
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was particularly concerned9. But we can affirm that due to the relative 
educational progress and the vigorous publishing industry in Argentina 
during the first half of the XXth century, this country turned to be a pow­
erful and relevant cultural center for the whole of the Latin American 
world. In Brazil, Dewey was one of the emblematic references for a gen­
eration of educationists who had a persistent yet heterogeneous activity in 
State policies. The experience of this generation was closely followed by 
those of their Latin American colleagues concerned about democracy and 
pedagogical renewal in education. 

We would like to synthesize the main characteristics of the educational 
systems of both countries briefly, as they can purvey some clues for the 
delimitation of the horizons of reading of Dewey's work. 

In Argentina, the modern educational system was settled in its essential 
guidelines in the second half of the XIXth century. Sarmiento, the fourth 
president of the Argentine Republic10, stressed the polarity "civilization vs. 
barbarism" as the basis for the building of the Nation-State. It can be said 
that this polarity had obvious pedagogical connotations: on one side, the 
"modern" and "civilized" country of the agricultural exporting oligarchy; on 
the other side, the "backwardness" and the "ignorance" of the provinces' 
caudillos, in many cases representatives of local oligarchies with com­
peting interests. This definition of the national problem in pedagogical 
terms reserved a crucial place for education: Sarmiento called to "educate 
the sovereign", because "an uneducated people will always vote" caudil­
los11. 

Soon after, "education" was also given the task of achieving national 
unity, which was - in the minds of political leaders -threatened by immi­
gration12_ A "patriotic crusade" was held in 1908-1910 by the national 
educational board, trespassing local autonomies and initiatives. To pur­
sue these ends, political homogenization and national unity, the educa­
tional system received a lot of support. According to the national census, 
by 1914 almost 48% of the child population went to school; in 1930, 
school attendance reached 69% 13_ 

In the meantime, struggles between different projects took place. Adri­
ana Puiggr6s has shown clearly how different groups emerged and fought 
to shape the Argentine curriculum14. She identifies two main pedagogical 
trends: the "normalizers" - who thought education was the best way of 
"keeping people on the right track" and wanted a centralized and homo­
geneous system - and the "radical democrats" - who emphasized self­
government and political and pedagogical pluralism. The first group won 
the battle, settling the hegemony of the traditional humanist curriculum 
whose rituals and content showed a surprising resilience during this pe­
riod15. Despite their differences, both groups agreed on a pedagogical 
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optimism which sustained the expansion of the educational system and 
which constituted the "sens du jeu" (Bourdieu) in the pedagogical field. 

This consensus began to decline in the second decade of this century 
due to an increasing social and political mobilization. Universal suffrage 
was established in 1912 and four years later the first democratically 
elected government - a nationalist popular movement - came to power. 
When students took over the government at the very conservative Uni­
versity of Cordoba in 1918, a process known as the "University Re­
form"16, only a few among the educationists supported the movement and 
the great majority became suspicious of the political consequences of 
freedom in the classroom. For some of them, the students' demands to 
share the government were unbearable; for others, it was a sign that 
more prudent reforms should be developed to prevent such commotions. 
"Modernization" and "democratization" - altogether or separately - were 
the new keywords in the pedagogical field. 

The 1930 world crisis caused deep changes in Argentine economic and 
social structure. It had strong repercussions on the pedagogical field too. 
The Catholic Church mounted a renewed offensive for including religious 
content in the school curriculum. The inclusion of religion was part of a 
proposal for "spiritualizing the Argentine school" directed against scientifi­
cism and intellectualism. This offensive found heedful interlocutors in the 
government, e.g. the educational policies of Jose Evaristo Uriburu (1930-
1931) and those of the military governments (1943-1946). In the mean­
while, conservative educational reforms held during 1931 and 1943 in­
tended to link schooling to the incipient Argentine industry H The plural­
istic versions of liberalism and the pedagogical left concentrated their 
struggle in the defense of the secular state and the humanist curriculum. 
They did not pay attention to the new scenario which was emerging after 
the crisis. 18 

If the Argentine experience was one in which the struggles were held on 
a firmly rooted educational system, in Brazil the fight was substantially 
different. The Brazilian educational system was organized later than in 
Argentina. The Imperial State, which ruled the country in the XIXth cen­
tury, delegated the administration of elementary schools to the states 
while it kept control over higher education. Its main concern was to gain 
and maintain the loyalty of local elites to the imperial power. 19 

The Emperor was overthrown in 1889 by a military coup that estab­
lished the Republic later known as the Republica Ve/ha (Old Republic). 
The first republican Constitution was promulgated in 1891 and it implied 
great changes for the whole country. Literacy became a requirement to 
vote, a condition fulfilled only by a few among the population2° Education 
was, from that moment on, strongly tied to citizenship. The Constitution 
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ratified the states' responsibility for the government of education, which in 
fact made it extremely sensitive to the politics of local elites towards 
popular education and participation. Remarkably, the constitution did not 
proclaim obligation nor gratuitousness for school attendance. Yet it sanc­
tioned the religious neutrality of curriculum contents, faithful to the doctri­
naire positivism this generation adhered to. 

By the turn of the century, a movement within the ruling coalition de­
manded the extension of the educational system. This widespread 
"enthusiasm for education"21 intended to achieve national integration, 
urban moralization and political modernization22_ Led by liberals and con­
servatives tied to the regime as well as to oppositional groups within the 
elite, this movement explicitly attacked the educational activities held by 
the labour movement, mainly oriented by socialists and anarchists. In the 
1920s, extended educational reforms were led by prominent intellectuals 
in many states. It was the heyday of a strong educational optimism based 
on a renewing educational science provided by the New School Move­
ment. An outstanding generation of political-educationists - Fernando de 
Azevedo, Francisco Campos and Lourenyo Filho among them - guided 
the educational modernization of the urban centres of the oligarchic state. 
Whatever their success may have been in expanding the system23, this 
group began to structure the pedagogical field in Brazil under the opposi­
tion between "tradition vs. renewal"24, closely related to the political arena. 

In 1930, another coup d'etat ended the times of the Old Republic. The 
heterogenous triumphant coalition, which included initially discontent lib­
erals as well as proto-fascist groups, put Geti:Jiio Vargas in power. Vargas 
promoted the modernization and regulation of society through the action 
of the Federal government. During the first years of his government, the 
generation of reformers had a more resolute intervention in educational 
policies. Francisco Campos -who had led the educational reform in Minas 
Gerais - carried out a reordering of secondary schools and universities 
during 1931-1932, as the National Ministry of Education25. At the same 
time, the Catholic Church mounted an offensive to widen its presence in 
the school curriculum. Catholics and reformers clashed frequently in the 
National Conferences on Education - held yearly since 1927 - by the Bra­
zilian Education Association26. In 1932, the federal administration asked 
the A.B.E. IVth Conference for guidelines on educational politics. After the 
Conference's refusal to do so, the reformers produced a document that 
was to become a landmark in Brazilian educational history. The Manifesto 
dos Pioneiros da Educa9ao Nova included both basic principles for the 
educational system - nationalization, obligation, gratuitousness and 
laicism - as well as a claim for methodological and didactic renewing. 
Some of their proposals were gathered in the 1934 Constitution.27 
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Yet the foundation of the New State (Estado Novo) in 1937, held by Var­
gas himself through a putsch, produced a realignment of positions within 
the Pioneiros. Some of them, as Louren~o Filho, supported the new di­
rections of vocational education, authoritarian pedagogy and open attack 
on leftist positions. On the other hand, Anisio Teixeira, a former student at 
Teachers' College in Columbia University, confined himself to ostracism. 
The 1937 Constitution strengthened federal administration but paved the 
way for catholic intervention. The legal basis of the modern educational 
system (obligation, gratuitousness, laicism, State responsibility) would 
wait until 1946 to be established as a whole, when a new republican re­
gime promulgated another constitutional text. 

Argentina: the marginalization of pragmatism 

Some years before the first Spanish translations of Dewey's books in 
1915 and 191728, his work was well-known among Argentine educators. 
Dewey's European readers seem to have taken part in this early diffusion 
-especially German readers-, but first-hand contact with North American 
education appears to have been the privileged way they came to know 
him. 

At the beginning of the century most of the intellectual field concen­
trated its attention on Europe, especially on France. On the educational 
front, in spite of Sarmiento's devotion to Horace Mann, the "official line" of 
the educational system which claimed to be his legacy was in fact the 
opposite to his convictions: increasing centralization and homogenization 
and prevalence of the traditional humanist curriculum. Those who wanted 
alternative models looked towards Germany and, only in a few cases, to 
the United States. 

There are a number of reasons to explain this weakness of the pro­
North American intellectuals and educationists at that time. One important 
feature is the close economic dependency Argentina had to Great Britain. 
Another relevant issue was the ruling classes' conviction, favoured by a 
striking social and economical expansion until 1930, that Argentina would 
play an important role among the concert of nations ("destino manifiesto"). 
This led to a sharp competition between Argentina and the U.S. to influ­
ence the rest of the American countries29 Argentina refused for a long 
time to constitute a Panamerican union, confronting Monroe's "America 
for the Americans" with the slogan "America for humanity". 

As well as economic and political relationships, the intellectual climate 
in Latin America was affected by an anti-North American movement 
called "arielism". Influenced by the Spanish defeat at Cuba in 1898, the 
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Uruguayan Jose E. Rod6 addressed the Latin American youth denounc­
ing the perils of the imperialist expansion of the U.S. over Latin America, 
already experienced in the materialist temptation pervading our culture -
the spirit of Caliban represented by North American values and fashions. 
Whether his sermon was modernist or not has been widely discussed in 
the literature30; regarding our subject, it favoured anti-liberal responses 
and weakened the support for alternative educational models based on 
the U.S. experience. 

Not surprisingly, during the first decades of the century the diffusion of 
Dewey's ideas was led by liberal and radical educationists who confronted 
the educational status-quo in many respects. Most of them considered the 
U.S. educational system and pedagogies as an example and a model for 
reforming a country where oligarchic landowners ruled a fraudulent de­
mocracy. Industrialism and popular participation were like city lights for 
them. However, their global admiration probably led them to disregard the 
differences and struggles that shaped the North American curriculum31. 

Two of these "radical democratic" educationists who admired Dewey 
deserve specialconsideration. Raul B. Diaz (1862-1918), one of the chief 
inspectors of federal education, quoted Dewey frequently in the articles he 
wrote for the official journal of education. He was commissioned by the 
national board of education to visit the U.S. in 1907-190832. He returned 
deeply impressed by what he saw and he brought with him a lot of experi­
ences with school government by children. He emphasized Dewey's 
commitment to democracy and consideration both of social and psycho­
logical aspects of education. 

Ernesto Nelson (1873-1959) was probably the most resolute propagan­
dist of Dewey in Argentina in the first decades of this century. In 1906, 
being inspector of secondary schools, he spent some time at Columbia 
University, where he probably met Dewey himself- although he has left 
no testimony of this. His contacts with the U.S. increased33 and some 
years later he became a member of the National Education Association at 
Washington DC. In Argentina, Nelson was one of the founders of the 
North American-Argentine Cultural Institute, and wrote a lot of books and 
papers on North American culture and institutions34. He was kindly ac­
cused by one of the establishment educationists of having an "inflamed 
yankeeism"35. 

Nelson was especially fond of Dewey's ideas. First of all, he shared the 
view that democracy in education implied respect of the child's nature and 
freedom as well as inclusion of all social classes in the school. Education 
would be, as for Dewey, a privileged way for social improvement. In his 
lecture at the Panamerican Congress, he denounced Argentine education 
as "a system of organized restriction", which perpetuated social injustice. 
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'"Educated class"', he said, "is still suggestive of an autocratic privilege"36. 
This problem was much more acute in the secondary and universitary 
levels than in the primary. In his view, Argentina had to unify secondary 
schools as the American system had done37. 

As Inspector of Secondary Education, he proposed a plan for reforming 
secondary schools which found little echo. He criticized the traditional 
humanist curriculum and defended the ideal of an active school. Every 
genuine idea is a result of action, said Nelson, but in current education 
kids get into the habit of following the authority of teachers or texts. He 
was desolated by the fact that during his work he saw "thousands of chil­
dren among whom there is no one who carries his own truth, not even his 
own mistake."38 He believed that secondary school should be conceived 
as a system of activities through which the pupil can obtain the informa­
tion by himself. He proposed not so much a change in the content of the 
curriculum as in the direction of activities. As in Dewey's Pedagogical 
Creed, the task of the professor should be to select the appropriate con­
texts of learning. 39 

Nelson's efforts to include the adolescents' daily life and culture were 
remarkable. Being the director of the secondary school of the University 
of La Plata, he promoted the inclusion of newspapers and excursions as a 
means for learning. He also organized a football team for developing both 
physical and cooperative education.40 

Although Dewey's egalitarian liberalism was adopted by Nelson as his 
own creed, two points of his proposal differ from Dewey's ideas: the no­
tion of "occupations" and the preparation for life. Dewey himself was par­
ticularly emphatic about the latter issue: school did not prepare for life, but 
was part of life itself. Nelson, on the contrary, spoke of secondary school's 
function as preparing for life and not exclusively for a university career41. 

He was arguing against a firmly-rooted anti-pragmatism which was en­
trenched in the humanist curriculum, and probably he was looking for 
allies among the partisans of industrial and vocational education. How­
ever, Nelson's shift towards vocationalism deepened when he dealt with 
the notion of "occupation": he believed it equivalent to manual training for 
the masses. Nelson complained: "to put it bluntly, the schools betray the 
working classes by denying to them the practical, manual training that 
would fit them to increase their efficiency ... " 42. The best education for the 
masses should be the one that made them more efficient within a taken­
for-granted world - liberal capitalism -, and not a provider of alternative 
views, as Dewey intended with "occupations"43_ 

Both Diaz' and Nelson's work purvey insightful clues to understanding 
later readings of Dewey in Argentina. Liberal democracy, school govern­
ment, school related to life, utilitarian pragmatism, practical curriculum, 
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efficientism, manual training, Americanism, became the "key words" with 
which Dewey was most frequently associated - even if some of them were 
not his own words. No distinction was made between Dewey and other 
North American educationists. 

The inspectors' influence seems to have been important in the constitu­
tion of the discursive plot of the New School in Argentina. They were 
widely known among the teachers, and were quoted and respected even 
by those who rejected North American imperialism44. They contributed to 
Dewey's diffusion among many teachers who led alternative experiences 
in the 1920s and the 1930s45. But these alternatives went beyond 
Dewey's pragmatism and democratic plea to include the aesthetic bias of 
the Italian Scuola Serena, Decroly's centers of interest and Montessori 
system. This mixture of readings produced a peculiar synthesis that 
sought to blend foreign pedagogies with native culture and experience in 
the field46. The combination was partly provoked by the diminishing im­
portance of doctrinarian liberalism both in the intellectual and political 
fields47, which made it hard to build a pedagogical vision exclusively 
based on it. 

This diffusion went along with a wider movement of reform in Argentine 
education in the 1920s. The educational battle between conservatism and 
activism tainted the cultural climate, and traditionalists, newspapers, and 
intellectuals accused the latter of promoting moral and political subver­
sion4B. But even if contested, activism tended to be assimilated "in a de­
finitive and silent way" to school practice49. Most of the educational re­
forms held in those years invoked its name50_ Official educational journals 
and teachers' unions magazines published a lot of articles from and on 
European and North American educationists who ascribed to the New 
School movement. Dewey's How we think and The child and the curricu­
lum were among them51_ 

It has been said that along with this silent incorporation to hegemonic 
discourse, the voice of teachers criticizing the traditional school from a 
"revolutionary" perspective was silenced too52. What turned out to be the 
official New School discourse was an abstract child-centered pedagogy 
without any trace of social critique or democratic proposal, something 
quite different from Dewey's, Diaz' or Nelson's legacy. Furthermore, it had 
strong ties with Catholicism, in an open attack to the laic core of Argentine 
educational laws. 

Juan Bautista Teran (1880-1938) constitutes a singular example of this 
shift, which could be defined more properly as a reaction within the New 
School movement. Being the president of the National Board of Education 
from 1930 to 1932 - under the military government of Jose E. Uriburu -, 
Teran led a movement "to spiritualize the school"53 He criticized both 
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positivism and pragmatism, which he accused of reducing the child to a 
"beam of instincts and tendencies". "School should not only be a gym to 
awake and give full shape to child spontaneousness", as Dewey and 
Montessori sought54. The aim of education, in Teran's view, should be to 
form a moral being with freedom and responsibility, and project it to a 
transcendent level. 

Teran considered Dewey as a naturalist philosopher, heir of Rousseau. 
"Dewey's practicism sets aside the purely intellectual and ethical aims (of 
education), or considers them already included in the teaching adapted to 
the conditions and conveniences of the environment in which the child is 
going to develop. (His philosophy) is a strict application of pragmatism, of 
the doctrine characteristic of his own race and country, according to which 
utility is the supreme aim of philosophy.''55 For Teran, not only was this 
philosophical system ethically wrong but it was also condemned to histori­
cal failure, as the recent crisis of the U.S. showed. In his view, its inca­
pacity of achieving material commonwealth and disdain of pure culture 
had led that country to bankruptcy. Obviously, he did not recommend to 
follow the model but to fight against it. 

Teran defended spiritualism as educational philosophy, as it implied a 
return to intelligence in opposition to the pragmatism's "cult of life"56_ He 
advocated the traditional humanist curriculum and denied the value of 
vocational schools because they "condemn people to live in empiricism 
and close them the access to the highest possibilities of intelligence"57. In 
his argument, activism was subordinated to discipline, order and respect 
to the rules, these latter being the government's pedagogical principles. 
The New School that Teran and his partners had in mind was similar to 
the one developed in fascist Italy. Teran's appeal in 1930 opened a dec­
ade in which alternative experiences within the New School were to be 
persecuted, and radical teachers expelled. 

It may be then surprising to find some resemblances at first sight between 
Teran's view of Dewey and Anibal Ponce's one, the latter being one of the 
professors expelled in that period. Ponce (1899-1939), in his book Educa­
ci6n y /ucha de c/ases, condemned Dewey's pedagogy as a utilitarian and 
purely methodological expression of American bourgeois civilization. He 
inscribed his criticism on a roughly deterministic marxism. He considered 
Dewey as part of the "methodological trend" of the New School, which 
sought to increase the performance of students by adjusting pedagogy to 
the child's personality, both biological and psychicalss. Dewey's claim for 
collective work at school was a response to changes in capitalism. Fordism 
required a new school centered on childhood socialization, instead of the 
traditional school's individualism. According to Ponce, Dewey and Montes­
sori implied the capitalist rationalization of teaching. 
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Ponce's condemnation of Dewey and the whole New School movement 
was probably related to the class reductionism that structured his dis­
course. This bias may have prevented him from deconstructing the 
equivalences between Dewey's pedagogy, efficientism and manual train­
ing settled years ago. Another important issue involved in his rejection of 
Dewey was the traditional admiration that Argentine leftist political parties 
had devoted to Sarmiento's "civilizing" endeavour, sharing the official 
pedagogical grammar - in terms of Adriana Puiggr6s. Thus the left had 
criticized all the reforms which intended to dispute classical bachillerato's 
legitimacy. Briefly put, the left constituted an unexpected ally in the sub­
sistence of the traditional humanist curriculum. Unable to distinguish be­
tween official discourse and teachers' praxis59, a distinction that if made 
could have contributed to the emergence of a curricular alternative, nei­
ther could Ponce include Dewey's "inclusiveness". 

There was another man from the left who was distinctively and firmly 
engaged in the New School Movement. The teacher Jesualdo Sosa 
(1905-1982), born Uruguayan and with a vast experience in Argentina, 
had a different view on Dewey and New Education from Ponce's. He con­
sidered Dewey as "one of the most progressive bourgeois partisans of the 
school of work"6o, the school of the socialist tomorrow. Dewey's proposal 
articulated school work to intelligence and democracy, both issues es­
chewed by Kerschensteiner. In a later work, Jesualdo considered the in­
fluence of Fordism and Taylorism in Dewey's work but he qualified his 
concepts as "evidently progressive" 61 with respect to his predecessors' 
educative means and objectives. One of the negative remarks Jesualdo 
made about Dewey was the presence of religion, a fact that in South 
America was associated with conservatism. Once again, Jesualdo stood 
out among leftist educationists when he recognized that the term "religion" 
could include some kind of constructive mysticism "necessary for human 
perfection"62_ Jesualdo was one of the few educationists framed in the 
political left who laid bridges to religious spiritualism. 

Returning to the pedagogical field, it was Teran's reaction that articu­
lated the prevailing reading on Dewey in the 1930s and the 1940s, and 
not Jesualdo's plea. In the pedagogical field, humanist curriculum was 
strengthened by the aim of "cultivation of intelligence" and authoritarian 
discipline, and by the condemnation of vocational and professional 
schools. Dewey's legacy tended to be contested by the official New 
School discourse, evidence of the latter's narrow borders. However, evi­
dence has been found that teachers studied Dewey's work in courses 
they organized by themselves. 53 

The last reading we will revisit is that of Juan Mantovani (1896-1961). 
He was a representative of laic spiritualism, a trend among official dis-
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course which sought to reconcile spiritualist anti-positivism with laicism. 
Not being a pragmatic, Mantovani dedicated the major part of his review 
to underlining Dewey's ideal of democracy: it was not a given achieve­
ment but a way of life that had to be continually rebuilt through education 
and social mobilization64. This was obviously related to the post-war 
context as well as to the Argentine political situation after Per6n's deposi­
tion, which put "democracy" as a privileged signifier65. He also under­
scored Dewey's critiques of U.S.' imperialism and social injustice. How­
ever, he said, "it is possible that Dewey's thoughts are less adaptable to 
the spiritual environment of Latin America, in which prevailing categories 
and mentalities are different from those characteristic in Dewey's coun­
try.'•66 Due to Latin Americans' inclination to the sensitive and the spiritual 
instead of the intelligible and material. Dewey's work would never be well 
adapted to Latin American conditions. Anyway, Latin Americans could 
learn from him his democratic faith and his views on children's interest 
and freedom. Remarkably, Mantovani consecrated Dewey in the hall of 
great educationists while at the same time he excluded the possibility of 
his playing a role in specific curricular orientations. In the midst of the 
century, once again, Dewey's legacy and pragmatism were relegated to 
the margins of the Argentine school system, as professional schools, 
adult education or education for disabled people. 

Brazil: a pedagogical reference in the construction of the educational 
system 

The Brazilian readings of Dewey were substantially different from the 
ones developed in Argentina. First of all, they began later. Even if there 
had been an informal diffusion of his ideas prior to the 1920s, official 
Portuguese translations were published only in 193067. A decade before, 
under the impulse of Francisco Campos in Minas Gerais, some educa­
tional missions went to the U.S. and got in touch with Dewey68. But prob­
ably most important factors for Dewey's impact in Brazil were the studies 
made by Anisio Teixeira at the Teachers' College of Columbia University. 
Teixeira's works were to be considered the "official reference" of Dewey­
an pedagogy in Brazil at the very point that they were quoted indistinctly. 
He translated or supervised Dewey's works, that were later published in 
Lourenr;:o Filho's "Biblioteca de Educar;:ao" and Fernando de Azevedo's 
"Biblioteca Pedag6gica". 

On the other hand, as it has been underlined above, Dewey's ideas 
were gathered and read by a generation of educationists who conducted 
educational reforms in the 1920s and the 1930s. These particular links 
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between Deweyan followers and government policies is an outstanding 
mark of Brazilian readers, quite distinct from what has been said about 
Argentina. Not only were Dewey's Brazilian followers active politicians, but 
they were at the top of the educational administration. 

The profile of this generation of educationists has been deeply studied 
in educational historiography, and it is a matter of sharp controversy69. As 
for our concern, it is remarkable that in the 1920s part of the group that 
would sign the Manifesto dos Pioneiros da Esco/a Nova discussed the 
possibility of founding a political party, but after their failure, they decided 
to create the Associa9ao Brasileira de Educa9ao7D. It is clear that the 
point of their constitution as a group was the purpose of political interven­
tion in their society. Most of them defined themselves as statesmen and 
based their legitimation on technical grounds. Pedagogy was the peculiar 
capital they counted on to intervene in the political field. One of their main 
concerns was to update Brazilian education according to North American 
and European contemporary trends. Among the former, Dewey's prag­
matism was specially considered.71 

The fact that Dewey's introduction in Brazil was tied to the action of this 
group suggests that the spread of his ideas was more systematic and 
less scattered than in Argentina. However, significant differences and 
emphases can be found within this generation. Three representatives of 
the Pioneiros will receive special consideration in this article: Fernando de 
Azevedo, Lourenc;:o Filho and Anfsio Teixeira. 

Fernando de Azevedo (1894-1974) guided educational reforms in Sao 
Paulo from 1927 to 1930. In fact, more than reforms, he and his contem­
poraries directed the construction of an educational system. Even though 
the city was one of the most advanced jurisdictions in education, Azevedo 
started his job with two school buildings and a great mess of ruling 
norms72. His work was considered as one of the more organic reforms 
held in that period. After the 1930 revolution, he adopted a low profile, but 
deluded by political changes in 1937, he abandoned politics almost com­
pletely. He continued teaching in Sao Paulo and writing on educational 
subjects, most of all on sociology of education. The insistence on or­
ganicity and organization was one of his favourite topics, related to his 
Durkheimian orientation73. 

Azevedo's appeal to Dewey is linked to the latter's consideration of so­
cial as well as psychological aspects of education. Azevedo criticized the 
partial scopes of positivism, limited to empiricism and didactic formula. 
New paths were needed for educational reform: "It is by putting at the 
bottom (of the revolutionary pyramid of the reform) the equalitarian ideals 
of an industrial society on its way to democracy, and at the top the ideals 
of research, experience and action, that the State will prepare next gen-



388 lnes Dussel & Marcelo Caruso 

erations for social life"74. As for Dewey, school was an institution for so­
cial redemption. The scope of reformed education went beyond the pro­
duction of citizens to include the building of a new community. In 
Azevedo's view, instead of adjusting and adapting to social life, school 
should become a dynamic element, an apparatus "that creates and disci­
plines activities and energies"75_ 

Combination of influences and quotations from everywhere was the 
most noticeable feature of a discourse that claimed to be universal. 
Azevedo quoted Dewey, Lunacharskii, Decroly and Kerschensteiner to 
show models of that type of school, but he explicitly refused a literal copy. 
As he stated in a later lecture: "Socially (our reform) was based on the 
principles accumulated by Dewey to build his theory of education; the 
psychological basis was provided by Decroly; technically it was inspired by 
Kerschensteiner; and in the didactic aspect it adopted techniques from 
Montessori, Decroly and Kilpatrick, but according to the principles and 
means more adequate to reach our aims"76. Azevedo's position has been 
characterized as "liberal elitism", concerned as he was about the building 
of a viable and sustainable order which should be based on the impulse 
and creative action of elites. In his view, the formation of this type of elite 
was the major contribution of the school system to the desirable order. 
Dewey's egalitarian positions?? were then cast into oblivion. 

Lourenco Filho (1897-1970) shared with Azevedo this emphasis on 
what he called the "sociology" of Dewey. Unlike many renewing educators 
Dewey provided a complex view of the social aspects involved in educa­
tion, and explicitly intended to reconcile the child's interests and social 
needs. In his most famous book, lntrodu~ao ao estudo da escola nova, 
Lourenco Filho underlined this aspect, favourably compared to Montes­
sori's vitalism or experimental essays developed in Great Britain or ltaly78. 
Being the last chapter of his introduction to the "pedagogical systems" of 
the New School Movement, Dewey's presentation helped Lourenco Filho 
to close his argument on a central point: the relevance of the social func­
tions of the educational system. Instead of the biological determinism 
implied in Montessori or Decroly, Dewey provided an emphasis on sociali­
zation as well as consideration of child psychology79. In Dewey's reading, 
Lourenco Filho found the theoretical ground that gave support to the 
group's resolute action in the government and their aim to build a new 
type of community. 

In his review, no mention is found of Dewey's concern about democ­
racy. As has been said, in 1937 he clearly engaged the anti-communist 
crusade led by the Estado Novo. The regime then established has been 
characterized as an authoritarian corporative system. Other interpreta­
tions suggest it was a response to the breakdown of the oligarchic State -
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that is to say, a way of getting out of a more authoritarian situation80 In 
the educational arena, even their opponents recognized the value of cer­
tain directions in Varguism's politics. The National Commission for Pri­
mary Education was created in 1938 to fight against illiteracy; the same 
year the National Institute for Pedagogical Studies began to promote 
studies and to centralize information. Rural education and technical in­
struction were developed as weiiB1_ Some years later, the National Fund 
for Primary Schools was established to increase federal contributions to 
the states' budgets. On the other hand, Varguism led an authoritarian 
crusade against communism and social protest and obliged teachers to 
include this ideological struggle as content in their classroom.B2 

Lourenc;o Filho's involvement was linked to the conservative wing of 
Varguism. He was deeply concerned about social discipline and the elite­
masses relationship. Education should restrain disruptive and anarchic 
factors through a network of institutions that would reach each member of 
the family. He thought education should improve the race - loosely de­
fined - and provide qualified people for the tasks of defense and national 
security. The prevalent contents of the reforms he inspired were civic 
education and technical knowledgeB3 

However, he continued to claim his allegiance to the renewing educa­
tional trends. In his speech at the Military Academy in 1939 he tried to 
articulate New School statements with military discipline and hierarchy. 
Lourenc;o Filho signalled that the production of citizenship through educa­
tion was an instrument for social organization. In this task, soldiers and 
teachers were the "Falanges (phalanxes) of a unique and similar army".B4 
Even though military organization does not seem easily compatible with 
the renewing pedagogy, Lourenc;o Filho made this particular, authoritar­
ian, articulation. 

Anisio Teixeira (1900-1971), the last reformer we will consider, was the 
most consequent follower of educational liberalism in Brazil. Coming from 
a powerful northern family, he was commissioned by the northeastern State 
of Bahia's government to pursue his studies at Columbia University, 
where he got an M.A. in 1929. Back in Brazil, he was elected Secretary of 
Education in his homeland. From 1932 to 1935, he moved to the Federal 
District to help the new government in the educational area. After the up­
heaval that led to the Estado Novo, Teixeira retired from the political 
scene until a new liberal republic was founded in 1946. 

Teixeira's position has been characterized as an egalitarian liberalism, 
far different from the elitist or authoritarian versions supported by his col­
leaguesBS. It has been mentioned in the first part of this article that 
Dewey's particular version of liberalism was distinguished by its inclusive­
ness. This "organic liberalism" contained values associated both to the 
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commonwealth and to political freedom. This program was adopted by 
Teixeira and translated pedagogically as the defense of the unified school 
for everybody. He was worried about the low rates of school attendance 
(less than 30%) and about the fact that the majority of children did not 
finish two years of schooling. 86 

Although freedom and justice were his main concerns, Teixeira also 
looked for the reconstruction of a social fabric. As was said before, the 
building of a community87 was a crucial issue for this generation. The 
Brazilian culture of the 1930s has been described as the seat of a move­
ment for cultural unification which went along with the building of the Na­
tion-State. The historical disarticulation of Brazilian society was seen as 
problematic by all parties. From fascism and Catholic integrism to the 
leftist Alian~ta Libertadora Nacional, everyone shared a negative view of 
this situation, even if they differed in their interpretations88_ 

Teixeira's position was tributary of Dewey's also in this respect. In his 
introduction to the translation of Democracy and Education in 1936, he 
wrote: "It is not redundant to insist on the reconciling and integrative char­
acter of the Deweyan thought, most of all in moments like ours in which a 
national claim grows for a new synthesis that would pacify and guide the 
altered spirits. "89 It should be remarked that there were many ties be­
tween Teixeira's discourse, as an attempt to restore unity, and the Prot­
estant pietism as a moral idealism with commonwealth goals - a central 
issue of North American pragmatism90_ Even if Teixeira was not a Prot­
estant, he had to fight against fundamentalist Catholics to build a laic mo­
rality91. 

This confrontation included the work of Dewey himself. In 1929, the 
Catholic Church protested against the inclusion of Dewey's My pedagogi­
cal creed in a course for teachers in Minas Gerais. The final compromise 
was to add some materials recommended by Catholics92. It must be said 
that. in Latin America, the spread of liberalism was mainly related to Prot­
estantism and Masonry, probably due to the Catholic condemnation of 
liberal proposals during the XIXth century93_ The educational field was 
particularly sensitive to these struggles, as the Catholic Church had tradi­
tionally held the monopoly of schools. Dewey's readings, then, were also 
crossed by politics of religion.94 

It is possible to organize this set of readings as divergent positions on 
the inclusion of Dewey's inclusiveness. Azevedo produced a sociological 
reading based on the theoretical oblivion of egalitarian liberalism and a 
strict "division of labour" among foreign pedagogical influences that 
placed Dewey among the ones who advocated a social community, but 
not individual freedom or social justice. This forgetting is related to his 
option for a segmented system in which the privileged branches were the 
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ones that guaranteed the formation of modern elites. Lourenyo Filho's 
silence is even stronger. His reading enhanced an abstract socialization 
through certain techniques and a psychological functionalism without any 
trace of democratic ideals or reference to the North American context. 
These two operations, the neutralization of egalitarian liberalism and the 
bringing out of technical and didactic aspects, were two ways of hindering 
the display of inclusiveness contained in Dewey's thoughts. Even if he 
was one of the most radical educationists of this generation, Teixeira also 
kept silent on the deep structural changes that were needed in Brazil and 
narrowed the scope of his liberalism to education. It can be said that the 
Estado Novo constituted for him a tragic evidence of this limit. In 1939 he 
would write nostalgically to Fernando de Azevedo that, in that difficult 
moment of repression and persecution, the only things that kept him tied 
to his old profession were the books of his master, John Dewey.95 

After the defeat of the Estado Novo in 1946, the New School Move­
ment, in this particular version, continued to be the hegemonic reference 
for educational policies. Its influence led the Catholic schools to adopt 
Montessori's pedagogy. In broad terms, it can be said that there was a 
shifting to psychological theories, Piaget and his disciple Lauro de Oliveira 
Lima being the new authorities in the pedagogical field. The way was 
made for the technical pedagogy, along with Juscelino Kubitschek's de­
velopmentalism in the 1950s96. Lourenyo Filho's psychological tests were 
to become the main reference of the renewed pedagogy, completely dis­
tant from the original claims towards democracy in education.97 

SOME FINAL COMMENTS ON THE DYNAMICS OF RECEPTION IN 
SOUTH AMERICAN PEDAGOGICAL FIELDS 

We would like to conclude by pointing out the most relevant of the condi­
tions from which Dewey was read in Argentina in the first half of our cen­
tury. 

The spread of liberalism was undoubtedly one of the conditions for re­
ception of Dewey's work. But Latin American liberalism, at the end of the 
nineteenth century, was in fact quite different from European or North 
American versions. As Roberto Schwarz has said in the Brazilian case, 
the adoption of liberalism supposed that "liberal ideas could not be prac­
ticed but were all the same un-rejectable"98_ Progress was a disgrace due 
to wild modernization processes, but backwardness was not bearable 
either: this was one of the most constitutive paradoxes of our societies. 
Slave system, oligarchic landowners, political fraud and disorganization, 
were among the characteristics of South American societies that claimed 
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to be organized and governed on liberal grounds. This was recognized as 
problematic as early as 1880 in Argentina, and new integrative ideals 
were proposed quickly: the nation, the people, the class. Liberalism 
evolved into positivistic conservativism, creating new series of equiva­
lences; doctrinarians were left alone with an industrialist utopia. In Brazil, 
on the contrary, liberalism unified old monarchists and republicans around 
the ideals of progress and order. Even though it was contested, its 
prevalence as a unifying myth was not undermined so fast as in Argen­
tina. This persistence purveyed wider possibilities for Dewey's readings. 

The development of the Nation-State was another relevant issue. In Ar­
gentina, the quantitative dimension of inclusion was already looked after 
by the centralized board of education. The disputes took place in an or­
ganized system and addressed effective democracy and modernization. 
Dewey's readings were more fragmented and emphasized limited as­
pects, generally the technical and practical ones. But for others, Dewey's 
authority opened the possibility of critique of the educational status-quo, a 
critique that reached its peak in the 1920s. The diffusion of his ideas was 
dispersed and more capillary than hierarchic. In Brazil, the limited auton­
omy of the pedagogical field was directly related to the weakness of lib­
eral democracy. Brazilian educational liberalism was subordinated and 
shaped by a political discourse mainly concerned about the building of a 
new community under the impulse of a reformed elite. This led to en­
hancing the role of education as a duty of the State instead of fostering 
the notion of education as a civic right - an ideal cherished by liberals. 99 

But Dewey remained a central reference for all of them. 
The third remark refers to the role North-Americanism had played in in­

ternational references, whose minor place in the Argentine culture of the 
period has already been outlined. In our view, the scattered character of 
Argentine readings is also related to the fact that Dewey has never been 
the legitimating pedagogical authority either for official or for alternative 
discourses, as he was in Brazil. His readings were inscribed in a beam of 
influences and field configurations which made it very difficult to follow the 
North American pedagogue. Except Nelson, none of the educationists 
considered followed Dewey organically. Pragmatism was confined to the 
margins of the school system, as it affected the core of the humanist cur­
riculum on which a powerful alliance was built. Brazilian readers were in a 
slightly different situation: they did not have to face a well-rooted anti­
North Americanism. In the 1920s, the "enthusiasm for education" paved 
the way for the building of a national consensus on industrialism and 
modernism that was basically associated to North American and Euro­
pean industrialized societies. 



Specters of Dewey in Latin America 393 

The pedagogical field's configurations were also important for defining the 
horizons of reading from which Dewey was received. In our opinion, the 
journey through Dewey's Argentine readings shows a multiplicity of im­
ages which act as mirrors of the pedagogical field. They speak of the 
possibilities Dewey's concepts opened to discursive articulation, but most 
of all they refer to the struggles for structuring the Argentine curriculum, in 
which Dewey was invoked both to promote reforms and to prevent them. 
The Argentine pedagogical field acted as a matrix for translation, and 
each translator built different sets of meanings and equivalences. No 
matter what their differences may have been, a distinctive feature of the 
field appears in the difficulty of including firmly Dewey's inclusiveness. In 
the 1930s, he was reduced to a methodologist and practicist, and thus 
rejected. In the 1950s, he was frozen out as a general philosopher. The 
operation made by Mantovani is a sympton of this freezing: while he pro­
duced the final reconciliation of Argentine spiritualism with Dewey, he 
blocked an effective intervention of his ideas in the renewing of pedagogy. 
Despite Sarmiento's original appeal, egalitarian liberalism and pragma­
tism were not to have a privileged role in the Argentine curriculum in the 
XXth century. The Brazilian pedagogical field, configured later, was 
structured under the opposition "tradition vs. renewal" settled by the gen­
eration of reformers. Dewey was, from the very beginning, a reference for 
the leading fraction. Dewey's proposal was included as the most complete 
of the renewing systems, due to its consideration of social and political 
aspects that allowed them to act as statesmen. Dewey appeared in Bra­
zilian readings as part of government actions and as a compulsory refer­
ent for those who wanted to intervene politically, but no mention was 
made about his concerns of democracy or citizenship - except in 
Teixeira's works. So it can be said that Dewey was also frozen out as a 
methodologist and abstract sociologist, blocking his potential to articulate 
new series of meanings among democracy, community and science. 

Finally, we would like to emphasize that the inclusion of Dewey's inclu­
siveness in Argentina and Brazil appears as a site of struggle where dif­
ferent articulations seemed possible at the beginning of the century. To 
question how they were produced and why some did succeed over the 
others, is to come closer to understanding the fate of democratic educa­
tional reforms in Latin America. 
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