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Abstract

While the ideas of Western democracy and individualism are increasingly 
popular and influential in Korean society, the traditional Korean understand-
ing of authority has been challenged, especially in Korean schools. In this es-
say, the author first tries to analyze some important educational problems in 
contemporary Korea as it relates to the problem of authority. The paper, then, 
examines Dewey’s ideas on authority and their connection to education and 
discusses what significance Dewey’s view of authority might have on Korean 
education today. The author argues that Dewey’s thoughts on education are 
especially applicable to contemporary Korea, a land in which there has been 
an upsurge in democratic aspirations in both society and education during 
recent decades.

Introduction: Educational Problems in  
Contemporary Korea 
The importance of moral education and teachers’ moral authority based on Confu-
cianism1 has long remained the central feature of Korean education. Korean soci-
ety, traditionally, not only granted teachers the same authority as parents, but more 
significantly, attributed to them even greater responsibility for children’s moral 
and intellectual development (Sorensen, 1994, 27–28). In a circumstance in which 
the teacher is regarded as a moral exemplar and is given remarkable authority by 
parents to develop their children’s moral character, as Sorenson (1994) observed, 
“the teacher’s word is law . . . The teacher’s proper role is to impart truth. It is a 
rare student that would question a teacher’s authority, whatever his or her private 
doubts” (27). Hence, teaching has been perceived as a highly respected profession 
in Korean society. 

With the influence of Western democracy and increasing individualism since 
the 1987 civilian uprising, moral education and teacher authority have undergone 
a profound change. More specifically, in the face of a changing society in which 
the authoritarianism of the past is no longer sustainable, Koreans have increasingly 
accepted modern Western liberal values, resulting in a dramatic decline in obedi-
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ence to, and respect for, authority, including teachers in the classroom. The trend 
is particularly visible among young people in Korea. According to a recent interna-
tional survey, it is observed that Korean youths, among those from 17 Asia-Pacific 
countries, are most reluctant to accept the moral values of the Confucian tradition 
and the least Confucian in terms of respect for adults or authority figures (see Yang, 
2008, 94). Another survey conducted by the Korean Federation of Teacher Asso-
ciations indicates that teachers themselves also perceive the speedy demise of the 
traditional value system in their work. The survey results show that many Korean 
teachers are currently experiencing increasing amounts of stress not only because of 
the overburden of classroom teaching and sundry administrative duties, but, more 
significantly, because of social criticism against them. Moreover, according to the 
survey, about 6 out of 10 teachers have reported that their job satisfaction and mo-
rale have significantly declined during the recent years. 66.4 percent of respondents 
cited the loss of teacher authority among students and parents as having the most 
significant impact on their satisfaction and morale (see The Korean Federation of 
Teacher Association News, June 22, 2009). 

There is no doubt that the problem of moral education in Korean schools to-
day is closely associated with the decline of teachers’ moral authority, which has led 
to rapid erosion of the traditional Korean belief that moral values are transmitted 
through the voice of teachers. However, a more genuine problem of moral educa-
tion in contemporary Korea is that, despite its success in rejecting the traditional 
authority, it has failed to find a new authority for moral guidance. As a result, the 
confusion and uncertainty about moral education persists, and there has accord-
ingly been an absence of authority in Korean schools. 

In this environment, Korean schools are rapidly moving towards only serving 
utilitarian or economic purposes. Moreover, as the 1997 Korean financial crisis2 has 
brought about increasing middle class insecurity, which has also led to intense com-
petition among Koreans, the competition in contemporary Korean society has been 
especially severe in the context of education (Koo, 2007). Since the crisis, distinction 
through degrees and diplomas from more prestigious universities as vehicles for class 
mobility and stability has become more important than ever before. Hence, there has 
been an education frenzy, shared by all classes, involving utilizing resources to gain 
access to some of the nation’s most elite universities and to obtain the skills that are 
perceived to be of greatest value in the global economy (Jarvis, 2008). 

This frenzy among Korean parents to secure an elite education for their chil-
dren has resulted in not only high enrollment and advancement rates at the primary, 
secondary, and college levels, but, more notably, the rapid explosion of the private 
educational market. For example, in 2003, the advancement rates from elementary 
to middle school and from middle school to high school were 99.9 percent and 99.7 
percent, respectively (see International Bureau of Education, 2004). More recently, 
as of 2008, the percentage of high school graduates who advanced to universities 
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or colleges reached 83.8 percent, which is among the highest in the world (Park, 
2010). Despite this impressive factual data, Korean schools have become largely 
mistrusted by the general public because of their inability to avoid a system that is 
“too competitive, too exam-oriented with a single preoccupation to prepare students 
for college entrance exam” (Koo, 2007). As a result, Korean parents have turned 
to “off-school” private education opportunities, such as private tutoring and cram 
schools, in order to increase their children’s chances to enter one of the elite uni-
versities. In particular, as private education is considered to be useful in terms of 
scoring higher on the college entrance exam, it has become an indispensable part 
of a Korean student’s educational experience.3 Students and parents are thus more 
and more involved in private education, seeking out the best cram schools or private 
tutors in order to win the competitive educational race. As a result, there has been 
an explosion in the private market for educational advancement and advantage. 

There is no doubt that wealthy families have taken the lead in private educa-
tion and have intensified competition for entrance into the nation’s most prestigious 
academic institutions (Koo, 2007). However, in the particular context of Korea, 
where education has long been a cultural aspiration and often regarded as the most 
important class marker, all social classes have participated in the private market of 
educational competition.4 This fierce competition starts from a very early age, even 
with kindergarten-aged children, resulting in enormous financial burdens for most 
families. Korean families currently spend a higher percentage of their household 
income on children’s private education than any other OECD country (Kim and 
Lee, 2002; Ihm, 2008). For example, as of 2003, the private tutoring expenditure in 
Korea amounted to 12.4 billion US dollars, which was equivalent to about 56 per-
cent of the national budget on schooling (Chong, 2005). 

Under the burden of the overheated examination race and private after-school 
activities, Korean parents have also experienced greater psychological distress. Par-
ticularly after the economic crisis of 1997, in order not to be left behind in the race 
to earn prestigious degrees, which will lead to better jobs and income prospects as 
well as elite social status, every parent in Korea increasingly “watches over others’ 
shoulders and wonders whether others are doing something better and smarter in 
preparing their kids for college entrance exams” (Koo, 2007). Perhaps not surpris-
ingly, the most affected victims of Korea’s unbridled education fever are the chil-
dren themselves. According to comparative studies, during the so-called “Exam 
Hell,” children in a contemporary Korea spend more time studying than any other 
country’s counterparts (Seth, 2008, 216–17). While young Korean students spend 
the majority of their time preparing for the fact-oriented and rote-learning cen-
tered college examination, postponing all other pursuits until after the exam, it is 
not at all surprising that their levels of stress and unhappiness with school life are 
considerably high (OECD, 2004; Kim, 2006). Korean students’ high levels of stress 
and unhappiness combine to delay their moral development and maturation. Un-
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fortunately, these delays have led to depression, illness, and even sometimes sui-
cide.5 Moreover, in the environment of the society-wide education craze in which 
Korean young people are compelled to memorize factual information only asso-
ciated with the college entrance exam, they have little time to freely explore their 
intellectual creativity and interests and enhance their physical and social develop-
ment (Seth, 2008).

I have attempted so far to present some important educational problems in con-
temporary Korea as they relate to the problem of authority. I will now philosophi-
cally examine Dewey’s views on authority and how they manifest themselves in his 
conception of education. Lastly, this study will discuss the significance of Dewey’s 
philosophy for the possible redevelopment of Korean education today. 

Dewey’s Ideas on Authority 
John Dewey, America’s most notable philosopher of the 20th century, was keenly 
aware of the challenged posed by the relationship between authority and freedom. 
In his address on 4 September 1936 at the Harvard Tercentenary Conference of 
Arts and Sciences, Dewey maintained that it is “the most difficult task human be-
ings ever set their hearts and minds to attempt” (1987/1936, 145). In fact, being a 
person with a deep passion for ‘freed intelligence,’ his career can be seen to a great 
extent as an attempt to reconcile authority and freedom as well as to understand the 
problem of authority itself. More precisely, his intellectual search was undertaken 
to find a new kind of authority that gives individuals direction and support with-
out being hostile to their freedom and social change. A close look at Dewey’s ideas 
on authority reveals not only the tension that prevailed in the history of western 
culture between authority and freedom, but, more importantly, the possibility for 
the balance or harmony of these two important elements within human experience. 

Dualism and the Problem of Authority
Dualism is something that Dewey consciously sought to overcome throughout his 
intellectual life. As Thomas Alexander (2006) writes, 

Dualism may be taken to refer to a variety of philosophical positions or world-
views, but can also refer to a habit of thought in which a preliminary distinc-
tion is taken to designate two fundamentally exclusive categories. The result 
is that the spectrum of all phenomena must be understood in terms of either 
one or the other opposite, and so an initial clarifying contrast becomes a fixed 
over-simplification. In the West, philosophy has labored since its inception 
from a tendency to set forth important distinctions as grounded in separate 
types of being. (184) 

Dewey believed that in western culture too much intellectual vigor has been spent 
on dualistic habits of thought, especially “the supposititious problem of relations” 
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such as the subjective and the objective, the individual and the society, and freedom 
and authority (Dewey, 1991/1927, 192–93). The consequence, according to Dewey, 
has been not only a misunderstanding of the human condition but also frustration 
with the human endeavor in action. Opposing the dualism that had previously char-
acterized Western philosophy, Dewey turned his intellectual attention to showing 
how the two concepts arise together in common experience. 

The dualistic philosophy of freedom and authority, for Dewey, was a product 
of particular historical events; more precisely, the revolt against authority. At first, 
the historic revolt, perhaps originating as early as the Renaissance and the Reforma-
tion, was directed against the institutions of the church and the state themselves. 
Later, the assault spread “to science and art, to standards and ideals of economic 
and domestic life” since the control exercised by them “had entered into all phases 
and aspects of life, in belief and conduct alike” (Dewey, 1987/1936, 130). Then, like 
any other practical movement, this revolt needed to be defended on intellectual 
grounds. In the process of justification, a systematic idea that seemed, for many, to 
be like the summary of a profound social and political philosophy, was developed. 
Regarding this new-fangled system of thought, Dewey (1987/1936) writes, 

According to the formula, the one great intellectual problem is the demarca-
tion of two separate spheres, one of authority and one of freedom; the other 
half of the formula is to maintain this theoretical demarcation as a sharp di-
vision in practice. The formula has a corollary. The inherent tendency of the 
sphere of authority is to encroach on the sphere of freedom, thus enstating 
oppression, tyranny, and, in the language of today, regimentation. Hence the 
right of way must belong to the idea and actuality of individual freedom; au-
thority is its enemy, and every manifestation of social authority and control 
is therefore to be zealously watched, and almost always to be vigorously op-
posed. However, since the sphere of liberty has its boundaries, when ‘liberty’ 
begins to degenerate into ‘license’ the operation of authority is properly to be 
called upon to restore the balance. (130–31) 

In its dual character, Dewey asserts that this formula “celebrates, with one hand, 
the decay of the institutions which had exercised sway over men’s minds and con-
duct; and, with the other hand, it signals the rise of the new social and intellectual 
forces” (1987/1936, 131–32). With this formula, the established organizations or in-
stitutions were to reject and subdue innovative forces aiming to create new beliefs 
and new modes of human association in order to preserve their obsolete traditions. 
While the former was regarded as the one that deprived individuals of their free-
dom, the latter became the only one that liberated individual freedom. It is therefore 
understood that authority is inherently both external to individuals and hostile to 
freedom and social changes. Unfortunately, the final result of the historic conflict 
between the old and the new, according to Dewey, was the classical philosophy of 
liberalism that challenged any form of authority. 
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Notwithstanding its deep relevance in the historic events of western culture in 
recent centuries, Dewey claims that this dualistic principle that presented author-
ity and freedom as two mutually exclusive “spheres,” the former implying tyranny 
and regimentation and the latter signifying individual freedom, is an absurd guide 
to understanding and action. For it evades the real problem. Instead of providing 
a means of coping with this historic struggle, he pointed out that it merely pres-
ents as “a solution what is none other than a theoretical transcript of the nature 
of the conflict itself” (Dewey, 1987/1936, 132). After all, the widespread adoption 
of this false and misleading dualism, he believes, brought about the present state 
of confusion, intellectually and practically, with respect to the subject of author-
ity. While considering the sharp separation between freedom and authority as bi-
zarre, Dewey (1987/1936) argued that the genuine problem is the interpenetration 
of these two principles:

Authority stands for stability of social organization by means of which direc-
tion and support are given to individuals; while individual freedom stands 
for the forces by which change is intentionally brought about. The issue that 
requires constant attention is the intimate and organic union of two things: 
of authority and freedom, of stability and change. (131) 

Dewey therefore believed that there is an intimate connection between the prin-
ciple of freedom and the principle of authority. In a healthy society, he believed that 
individuals were in need of authority as much as they were in need of freedom. In 
this regard, the real problem is not to separate but rather to find out the proper re-
lationship between them so that better understanding and action can come about 
in experience. Hence, it became obvious for Dewey that there was a pressing need 
to rethink the problem of authority and freedom in such a way that the two were 
properly integrated. 

Dewey as a Philosopher of Authority
Dewey argues that man is constantly in need of authority. This need, he writes, “is 
a need for principles that are both stable enough and flexible enough to give direc-
tion to the process of living in its vicissitudes and uncertainties” (Dewey, 1946, 169). 
John Diggins (1995) characterized Dewey as follows: “although regarded by liberals 
as the philosopher of freedom, Dewey was no less a philosopher of authority, and he 
aspired as much as any conservative moralist to make authority a viable concept in 
the modern world” (226). In an article entitled “Authority and Social Change,” his 
most explicit discussion regarding the nature of authority, Dewey (1987/1936) claims,

We need an authority that, unlike the older forms in which it operated, is 
capable of directing and utilizing change and we need a kind of individual 
freedom unlike that which the unrestrained economic liberty of individual 
has produced and justified; we need, that is, a kind of individual freedom that 
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is general and shared and that has the backing and guidance of socially orga-
nized intelligent control. (137)

It is therefore apparent that the new system of authority he had in mind did not op-
pose change, but rather encouraged it. In addition, it would sustain the principle of 
freedom for all individuals, not just for the economically powerful. 

This new form of authority, in Dewey’s judgment, would not be found by look-
ing to the path of history. In his words, 

Neither the past nor the present afford . . . any ground for expecting that the 
adjustment of authority and freedom, stability and change, will be achieved 
by following old paths. The idea that any solution at all can ever be attained 
may seem to some romantic and utopian. But the most fantastically unreal-
istic of all notions, is the widely prevalent belief that we can attain enduring 
stable authority by employing and, where necessary, by re-exhuming the in-
stitutional means tried in the past. (Dewey, 1987/1936, 140)

Dewey made it clear that a return to an external form of authority would not suc-
ceed in solving the problem between authority and freedom. The method of external 
authority, he reasoned, would ultimately be susceptible to attack as other external 
forms had been in the past (Dewey, 1987/1936, p. 141). The source of authority that 
has not yet been tried on any large scale in human relationships and that may bring 
the actual possibility of successful application, Dewey (1987/1936) suggests, is “the 
utilization of organized intelligence, the manifold benefits and values of which 
we have substantial and reliable evidence in the narrower field of science” (p. 141). 
Specifically, Dewey asserted that the operation of organized intelligence displayed 
in science represented a remarkable union of freedom and authority. On the one 
hand, he said, science has progressed by releasing, not suppressing, the variable 
and creative dimensions of human beings. Its advances have been initiated by in-
dividuals who freed themselves from the bonds of tradition and custom whenever 
they have found the latter hampering their own powers of reflection and observa-
tion. On the other hand, despite the development of science as dependent on the 
freedom of individual inquirers, Dewey writes that 

the authority of science issues from and is based upon collective authority, 
cooperatively organized. Even when, temporarily, the ideas put forth by indi-
viduals have sharply diverged from received beliefs, the method used has been 
a public and open method which succeeded and could succeed only as it tended 
to produce agreement, unity of belief among all who labored in the same field. 
Every scientific inquirer, even when he deviates most widely from current ideas, 
depends upon methods and conclusions that are a common possession and not 
of private ownership, even though all of the methods and conclusions may at 
some time have been initially the product of private invention. The contribu-
tion the scientific inquirer makes is collectively tested and developed and, in 
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the measure that it is cooperatively confirmed, becomes a part of the common 
fund of the intellectual commonwealth. (1939, 359)

Therefore, in the field of science, advance and progress have occurred when 
individual freedom and collective authority are effectively working together. In 
other words, scientific inquiry reveals how authority and freedom can support each 
other to advance human society and its knowledge (Gordon, 1998, 242). It becomes 
obvious that this operation of organized intelligence in the natural sciences was a 
model for Dewey for the kind of freedom and authority necessary in social affairs. 
It was his genuine desire that the method of collective and cooperative intelligence, 
working with the release of individual powers and capabilities, might be ultimately 
extended to the larger field of human relations, though he was uncertain that the 
extension would produce the desired result. Nevertheless, Dewey asserted that “the 
problem of the relations of authority and freedom, of stability and change, if it can 
be solved, will be solved in this way” (Dewey, 1987/1936, 144). 

In summary, Dewey promoted authority in the method of organized intel-
ligence as exemplified in the area of science. The authority gained by organized 
intelligence, as exemplified by the use of scientific inquiry, was based on shared 
ideas and understanding. The authority itself favored reform and development that 
was dependant on the free and equal participation of all individuals. Accordingly, 
the problem of authority, for Dewey, could be resolved only in the framework of 
a democratic society. And he asserted that the effort necessary to achieve this hu-
manly desirable and humanly necessary outcome was well spent: 

The failure of other methods and the desperateness of the present situation 
will be a spur to some to do their best to make the extension actual. They 
know that to hold in advance of trial that success is impossible is a way of 
condemning humanity to that futile and destructive oscillation between 
authoritative power and unregulated individual freedom to which we may 
justly attribute most of the sorrows and defeats of the past. They are aware 
of the slow process of history and of the unmeasured stretch of time that 
lies ahead of mankind. . . . No matter how slight the immediate effect of 
their efforts, they are themselves, in their trials, exemplifying one of the 
first principles of the method of scientific intelligence. For they are project-
ing into events a comprehensive idea by experimental methods that correct 
and mature the method and the idea in the very process of trial. The very 
desperateness of the situation is for such as these but a spur to sustained, 
courageous effort. (Dewey, 1987/1936, 145)

The Reconstruction of Authority in Education
Regarding the life of the child as the “all-controlling aim” of the school, Dewey 
once famously wrote that “the child becomes the sun about which the appliances 
of education revolve; he is the center about which they are organized” (Dewey, 
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2001, 35–36). It is therefore not surprising that Dewey was not content with the 
image and exercises of authority in traditional schools, which promoted the auto-
matic obedience of the child to teacher control, ignoring the child’s individuality. 
However, it is also not true that he completely rejected the principle of authority 
in the educational arena. Consistent with his philosophical writings on authority 
discussed in the previous section, Dewey recognized the need to find a new, more 
effective source of educational authority, especially in encouraging a more genu-
ine interaction between teachers and students that will enhance the experience of 
children and their continued growth. In his own words, 

When external authority is rejected, the problem becomes that of finding 
the factors of control that are inherent within experience. When external 
authority is rejected, it does not follow that all authority should be rejected, 
but rather that there is need to search for a more effective source of authority. 
Because the older education imposed the knowledge, methods, and the rules 
of conduct of the mature person upon the young, it does not follow, except 
upon the basis of the extreme Either-Or philosophy, that the knowledge and 
skill of the mature person has no directive value for the experience of the im-
mature. On the contrary, basing education upon personal experience may 
mean more multiplied and more intimate contacts between the mature and 
the immature than ever existed in the traditional school, and consequently 
more, rather than less, guidance by others. (1998/1938, 8) 

What, then, is the more effective source of authority that Dewey has in mind re-
garding education? Consistent with the conception of authority in his philosophical 
writings, Dewey put the collective intelligence of a classroom or school community 
as a whole in the place of a new educational authority. In Experience and Education, 
he makes this clear by discussing how social control (authority) should be exercised 
in the classroom. Dewey argues that “it is not the will or desire of any one person 
which establishes order but the moving spirit of the whole group. The control is 
social, but individuals are parts of a community, not outside of it” (1998/1938, 58). 
Therefore, according to Dewey, effective educational authority is to be exercised in 
a social context, where individuals, including the teacher, are involved and contrib-
ute to and participate in its common activities and understandings. In this way, 
Dewey insists that the principle of social control does not necessarily restrict the 
principle of personal freedom. Moreover, under such a condition, where the un-
coerced consensus of social control prevails, he maintains that individuals in the 
classroom community, especially children, do not feel that they are submitting to 
external imposition even if they are called to order. 

Dewey is, however, fully aware that there are occasions when teachers need to 
intervene and exercise their personal authority over students. When such a situ-
ation occurs, the exercise of teachers’ authority, he claims, should be done for the 
good of the whole: 
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The teacher reduces to a minimum the occasions in which he or she has to ex-
ercise authority in a personal way. When it is necessary, in the second place, to 
speak and act firmly, it is done in behalf of the interest of the group, not as an 
exhibition of personal power. This makes the difference between action which 
is arbitrary and that which is just and fair. (Dewey, 1998/1938, 59) 

In this respect, for Dewey, it is the right and responsibility of the teacher to use his 
or her personal authority over children in situations where it is necessary or inevi-
table. He also believed that the use of teacher control, according to the principles 
of justice and equality, does not necessarily lead to harmful results for the individ-
ual children involved or for the classroom community as a whole (Gordon, 1998). 
Therefore, the concept of teacher authority indeed does not disappear in Dewey’s 
educational thought. Rather, it becomes “more subtle, less oppressive, and, he as-
sumed, more effective” (Cassidy, 1980, 13). 

Dewey further discusses in Experience and Education that teachers face the 
problem of classroom control not because of difficult, unruly children, but rather 
because of a lack of advanced planning. Teachers’ sufficient planning in advance, 
he argues, “will create situations that of themselves tend to exercise control over 
what this, that, and the other pupil does and how he does it” (Dewey, 1998/1938, 
63). Hence, Dewey, unlike some proponents of progressive education, insists that 
advanced planning by teachers to direct instruction and classroom activities is nec-
essary and, more importantly, not inherently hostile to the freedom of students. 
In his words, he wrote, 

I do not know what the greater maturity of the teacher and the teacher’s greater 
knowledge of the world, of subject-matters and of individuals, is for unless 
the teacher can arrange conditions that are conducive to community activ-
ity and to organization which exercises control over individual impulses by 
the mere fact that all are engaged in communal projects. Because the kind of 
advanced planning heretofore engaged in has been so routine as to leave little 
room for the free play of individual thinking or contribution due to distinctive 
individual experience, it does not follow that all planning must be rejected. 
On the contrary, there is incumbent upon the educator the duty of instituting 
a much more intelligent, and consequently more difficult, kind of planning. 
(Dewey, 1998/1938, 64–65)

Dewey therefore calls upon teachers to cultivate the habit of more thoughtful plan-
ning in advance and to bring it into their classrooms, and this is in fact more diffi-
cult than preparation in traditional schools. With respect to such planning, teach-
ers, he maintains, must do it with both flexibility and direction. More precisely, for 
Dewey, the planning of the teacher must be flexible enough to make room for his 
or her students’ personal initiative and creativity. At the same time, the planning, 
however, must be firm and able to provide direction for the continuous development 
of the students. In this way, the teacher, through the medium of more intelligent 
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planning, plays a vital role in terms of enhancing educational authority by fostering 
“individual efforts with collective control” (Gordon, 1998, 254–55). 

Therefore, it seems that Dewey wanted teachers to act as leaders in the com-
munity rather than dictatorial outsiders. The teacher, he states, as the most mature 
and experienced member of the school community, “has a peculiar responsibility 
for the conduct of the interactions and intercommunications which are the very 
life of the group as a community” (Dewey, 1998/1938, 66). Further, for Dewey, as 
much as the freedom of students is important in the school community, the freedom 
of the teacher as a member and leader of the group must be respected as well. The 
teacher, he said, should not be afraid to make suggestions to the students regarding 
what they should do in the classroom and its activities. Regarding the importance 
of teachers’ experience and active involvement in giving suggestions, Dewey writes,

I have heard of cases in which children are surrounded with objects and ma-
terials and then left entirely themselves, the teacher being loath to suggest 
even what might be done with the materials lest freedom be infringed upon. 
Why, then, even supply materials, since they are a source of some suggestion 
or other? But, what is more important is that the suggestion upon which pupils 
act must in any case come from somewhere. It is impossible to understand 
why a suggestion from one who has a larger experience and a wider horizon 
should not be at least valid as a suggestion arising from some more or less ac-
cidental source. (1998/1938, 84–85) 

Hence, as Putnam and Putnam (1993) point out, Deweyan progressive education 
clearly does “not let children run wild” (366). In his mind, the real development of 
children does not occur in a spontaneous and uncontrolled way. On the contrary, 
it is the business of the teacher, Dewey argues, to arrange external conditions that 
may affect the educational experience of children without imposing a mere con-
trol. Such conditions should help children to activate their individual interests and 
intelligence and also enable them to make their own special contribution to the 
democratic educational community (Dewey, 1998/1938, 301). 

Although it appears that the teacher in Dewey’s educational theory does not 
have a “clear-cut authority,” he or she is in fact the one who has real power in shap-
ing an educational environment that will lead to the positive growth of children. 
Indeed, he or she has a difficult and daunting task--to guide children not only to 
have a more educative experience, but also to become a more effective democratic 
members of the community for the present as well as for the future. As the repre-
sentative of both democratic society in general and democratic education in par-
ticular, the teacher, in Dewey’s school, is “as important as ever” and “continues to 
represent an authority, yet his authority is no longer explicit: it now is hidden and 
disguised” (Rosenow, 1993, 217). The educational philosophy of Dewey is in this 
way teacher-centered as much as it is child-centered (Petrovic, 1998, 517). 



The Problem of Authority   75

Volume 29 (1) 2013

What Korean Education Can Learn from Dewey

Few in contemporary America would dispute Dewey’s deeply significant contribu-
tion to America’s intellectual life. For example, Henry Steele Commager (1950), an 
influential intellectual historian, declared that Dewey was “the guide, the mentor, 
and the conscience of the American people: it is scarcely an exaggeration to say 
that for a generation no major issue was clarified until Dewey had spoken” (100). 
Morris Cohen (1954), one of Dewey’s strongest critics, provides another measure 
of Dewey’s brilliance by confidently asserting that “John Dewey is unquestionably 
the pre-eminent figure in American philosophy; no one has done more to keep 
alive the fundamental ideals of liberal civilization; and if there could be such an 
office as that of national philosopher, no one else could be properly mentioned for 
it” (p. 290). More recently, Louis Menand, a prominent American writer, argued 
that Dewey’s ideas “changed the way Americans livethe way they learn, the way 
they express their views, the way they understand themselves, and the way they 
treat people who are different from themselves” (2001, p. xi).

I have no quarrel with these assessments regarding Dewey’s influence on Ameri-
can life. However, I contend that we must not fall into the trap of believing that 
Dewey’s philosophy belongs and applies only to America. More precisely, as James 
Wheeler (1954) pointed out, we should “not allow their truth to cause us to forget 
that Dewey’s views are of vital import and provide a coherent purpose to any en-
vironment where men are not afraid of freedom, where inquiry is treasured, and 
where diversity is recognized as one of the great hopes and not the despair of man” 
(89). In short, the philosophical and educational thought of John Dewey are of great 
relevance and importance to a modern society. His contributions gain even greater 
importance when we think more seriously about the necessity of education and its 
proper place in a rapidly changing democracy (Boisvert, 1998, 159; Hook, 1973, 26). 

For this reason, John Dewey’s thinking about education is especially appli-
cable to contemporary Korea, a land where there has been an upsurge in demo-
cratic aspirations in both the larger society and education during recent decades. 
The question for current Korean education is similar to the question Dewey raised 
in the early twentieth century about American education.6 The question is, How 
do we understand education and teacher authority in light of modern democracy 
and individualism? 

In what remains, I discuss the impact Dewey’s ideas on authority might have 
on Korean education today. First, it is the idea of integration, not conflict, between 
authority and freedom that is at the heart of his philosophy. In Korea, the traditional 
aim of education was to provide the means to become a superior, cultured man, or 
what has become known as the Confucian gentleman. Such men were to take their 
place as teachers through living ethical principles; therefore, teachers and their 
authority were highly respected by traditional society in Korea and its authorities. 
However, this is not the case in Korea today. With the influence of western liberal 
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democracy and individualism in Korea, while the decrease of teacher authority is 
obvious, students and their parents do not hesitate to challenge existing authority 
in schools. In such circumstances, Koreans increasingly tend to see teacher author-
ity and student freedom as opposing forces, and thus insist upon one at the expense 
of the other. This dualistic approach, as Dewey observed, is frivolous in that it will 
not only provide an incorrect analysis of the problem of authority and freedom, but 
will also offer no solution to the problem. 

In other words, Dewey’s call for a non-dualistic understanding offers Korean 
education important insights for confronting the challenges of the authority cri-
sis and moral education. First, those who approach the problem of authority from 
a non-dualistic standpoint will observe that the principle of authority is not nec-
essarily a threat to the principle of freedom. Because the opposition of these two 
principles is unreasonable and unnecessary, it is important then to understand how 
authority relates to freedom. In Deweyan schools, students need authority or dis-
cipline as much as they need freedom, and these two principles are thus partners, 
not antagonists. Second, Dewey’s non-dualistic outlook will not lead us to rush to 
judgment or to conclude that morality in Korea, especially among the young genera-
tions, is “lost” in the isolation of widespread Western individualism, and that there 
is thus an urgent need for the restoration of the traditional authoritarian teacher in 
the classroom. Third, Dewey’s non-dualistic conception of freedom and authority 
would enable Korean education to avoid falling into the trap of complete or absolute 
rejection of any form of authority by readily indentifying freedom with the absence 
of authority. This strongly suggests the need for Korean education to search for and 
develop a new educational authority that can provide individuals with vital direc-
tions and effective freedom in a rapidly changing and complex society. Fourth, with 
respect to moral education, Dewey’s non-dualistic thinking implies that the intent 
is not to impose (e.g., through indoctrinate) some ready-made standards and tra-
ditions on students, but rather to help them make responsible and intelligent deci-
sions. Moral education, for Dewey, thus extends over all aspects of human conduct 
and experience, such that all free and deliberate choices fall within the domain of 
moral judgment and significance. In short, Dewey’s integrative approach forces 
Korean schools consider new, heretofore unseen, alternatives; it further compels 
school and policy makers to be more rigorously involved in solving the problems of 
the authority crisis and moral education, instead of residing in the easy but perilous 
refuge of the dichotomy that crudely oversimplifies the issues. 

The second of his ideas that is relevant to Korean education is Dewey’s eleva-
tion of intelligence to the status of authority. For Dewey, intelligence is not merely 
about using mind in the acquisition of factual information and of certain technical 
skills in human life. Rather, it is the power to think of available information and 
acquired knowledge with deliberate reflection and to relate them to current issues 
in experience. It is also the ability to frame worthwhile aims and organize a means 
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to carefully execute and realize them. This means that intelligence is not something 
to be quantified, but is rather a process that is continually changing and moving 
in life experience (Dewey, 1998/1938, 77; Dewey, 1998/1917, 52). The business of a 
teacher, Dewey argues, is to help students to develop such intelligence and continu-
ally increase in that power. In contrast, the business of a teacher in contemporary 
Korean education is only to prepare students for college entrance exams. Students, 
especially in secondary schools, learn only the content that might relate to the exami-
nation; schools, to a great extent, ignore some subjects, such as history, geography, 
music, and physical education, because they simply do not have much significance 
in the entrance examination. In such an excessive fervor for test-driven education, 
Korean students spend most of their time on rote learning. 

From a Deweyan perspective, it is obvious that Korean education deprives its 
students of the opportunity to assist the practice and growth of their own intelli-
gence. With the focus of Korean education on improving test scores, its students’ 
outstanding performance in international competition via standardized tests is 
not at all surprising. However, if we take Dewey’s view of intelligence seriously, as 
much as Korean students’ excellent performance on standardized testing can be 
the distinguishing feature of Korean educational success, it can also be a mark of 
the failure of Korean education. This is because Korean education is, in the midst 
of a test-driven education system, failing to help children develop their capacities 
to think clearly and to judge critically by not furnishing a proper learning environ-
ment for both moral development and non-moral learning in schools. Addition-
ally, Dewey’s view of intelligence allows Korean schools to reconsider the meaning 
of “intelligent being” at the practical level. More specifically, Dewey’s concept of 
intelligence as a quality of process, rather than a fixed quantity, would suggest that 
the test scores cannot accurately represent the academic or intellectual abilities 
of Korean students. In other words, students who have obtained higher scores on 
school subject tests or college entrance examinations that feature only a few over-
emphasized subjects do not necessarily qualify as intelligent beings. The application 
of this Deweyan view to Korean education would mean beginning to pay attention 
to many different aspects of student intelligence and, subsequently, to give a bal-
anced emphasis on cultivating those varied qualities that include artistic, original 
skills and organizational, discerning abilities in the assessment of college entrance 
exams as well as in the school curriculum and practice. In sum, Dewey reminds 
Korean educators that while the freedom of intelligence is the only freedom of en-
during importance, the continued development of intelligent reflection, judgment, 
and action is the way to become genuinely free (1998/1938, 69–70). 

The Third of Dewey’s relevant ideas for Korean education is the collective and 
democratic model of authority. It is based on shared ideas and understanding, and 
its development is dependent on free and continuous participation by all individu-
als. Accordingly, it is a democratic authority that rests and makes claims on com-
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munication. Dewey’s democratic conception of authority is especially noteworthy 
in relation to the contemporary Korean education system. Since the 1987 civilian 
uprising, on the one hand, Korea has made significant strides toward building a 
democratic society. On the other hand, however, in the process of dismantling au-
thoritarianism, Korean society has encountered a rapid decline in social cohesion 
and widening conflict between interest groups. In particular, through the economic 
crisis of 1997 and subsequent neoliberal reforms, Korean democracy has turned 
into competition for material wealth and survival in a harsh competitive environ-
ment. As a result, Koreans increasingly experience a loss of community and undergo 
profound segmentation and specialization in modern life. Liberal economic ideas 
have entered deeply into education in Korea. In the name of efficiency, a top-down 
approach prevails in Korean education. The decision-making process is highly cen-
tralized, and schools are filled with hyper-rational, policy-driven goals. While the 
implementation of policy takes precedence over the education of children, schools 
themselves are competing with each other for their own survival in order to increase 
the numbers of students who enter more prestigious universities just as much as 
children in the classrooms try to get ahead of their classmates. In such a situation, 
schools function as a place to learn the same things in the same way at the same 
time, and this discriminates children through the pretense of standardization. 
Those students who are left behind in the completion are often falling into, or are 
at the greatest risk for, delinquency. 

From a Deweyan perspective, the solution to these problems in contemporary 
Korea is not to move toward a restoration of arbitrary authority. Rather, it lies in 
the establishment of an authentic democratic authority based on shared common 
interests, communication, and experience. With regard to education, the solution is 
to create a more democratic learning community in which all individuals, not just 
the teacher, can participate in the exercise of the educational process and its power. 
More specifically, it is the cooperative and intelligent classroom community that 
utilizes genuine authority by engaging in give and take discussion and formulat-
ing classroom procedures and polices. In such a democratic setting, it is clear that 
education is more than going faster toward determined goals, nor is it like modern 
capitalistic authority and its methods of cost-benefit analysis. It is, moreover, not 
just for a few privileged students who take advantage of unhealthy competition and 
achieve at the expense of others. Instead, education is concerned with the growth 
and development of every human life. While diversity among children and varia-
tion in their development is respected, every teacher is honored as a leading, con-
tributing member within the richness of the school community. 

Therefore, Dewey’s vision of democratic schools offers Korean education a bal-
ance between individual initiative and communal cooperation. It urges students 
to explore their interests and strengths, and to share them with others through the 
intelligent leadership of the teacher. For example, in a Deweyan school, instead of 
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solely piling up facts or information in the children’s head in a quiet classroom, the 
teacher would give students, both individually and collectively, time to investigate 
social and environmental issues that are of interest to them and to present their 
findings to their classmates in accessible means and modes of communication of 
their choice. With the multiplicity of experiences that students bring to the class-
room, collaboration and communication could be challenging and often intimidat-
ing. However, as Dewey understood, the challenge of these cooperative activities is 
that they open up the possibility for bringing enrichment to one’s own experience 
as well as offering that enrichment to other students. The effort to communicate 
with others would help students to get out of their own comfort zone and habitual 
perspectives. It would encourage students not only to think for themselves and find 
ways to connect and share their ideas with others, but, perhaps more importantly, 
to learn to think from, and show respect for, other people’s perspectives. Thus, as 
teachers allow and encourage collaborative learning and communication in their 
classrooms, they are indeed helping children to learn to live in a democracy and 
develop a more democratic society. 

It was Dewey’s conviction that the real problem of modern educational insti-
tutions was not the result of an inherent weakness in human nature or democracy, 
but rather of the failure of these institutions to promote democracy (Johnson, 1995, 
104). His call for a democratic reconstruction of education based on the principle of 
experience is in fact an attempt to make learning a unified process and to enhance 
its integrity. If Dewey was speaking to Korean educators today, he might say that, 

In society and in the schools there is a whole series of conflicts between older 
and newer ideals, beliefs, practices. The confusion and incoherency are due 
to this conflict. The creation of a unifying aim in education in its relation to 
society does not mean that educators need a blueprint of what society should 
be, and then teach according to it. They do need a sense of direction of move-
ment. It is possible to exaggerate greatly the direct influence of schools upon 
the formation of social and institutional life. It is not possible to exaggerate 
their responsibility with reference to the effect of what they do upon the for-
mation of the attitudes, intellectual and moral, of the youth who are to deter-
mine the direction future society will take.

The unity that was the product of the almost unquestioned acceptance of old 
aims and procedures has been lost through the invasion of studies, methods, 
courses, and types of schools that correspond to social forces that have grown 
in intensity and significance. To carry on we need a clearer vision of the new 
forces and the courageous will to make them victorious all along the line. 
Without the vision we shall continue to be confused. Without the courageous 
will we shall be dismayed at the powerful interests that are eager to defeat the 
educational process in order to make the schools the subservient instrument 
of their own special purposes, and shall, whether knowing it or not, retreat 



E&C    Education and Culture

80    Sang Hyun Kim

from the struggle without having put up a fight for the integrity of education. 
(Dewey, 1985/1936, 11)	
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Notes

1. Confucianism is an ideal moral system based on the thought of Confucius (551–479 
BC), a Chinese teacher and philosopher. It stresses the importance of both personal morality 
and the proper behavior of government. It seeks to define how persons should live together in a 
productive and wholesome society. Confucian thought has been greatly influential throughout 
East Asia, in countries such as China, Korea, Japan, and Vietnam. According to Confucius, there 
are five basic social relationships existing in human life: 1) father (kindness)/son (filial piety), 
2) elder brother (gentility)/younger brother (humility), 3) husband (righteous behavior)/wife 
(obedience), 4) elder (consideration)/junior (deference), and 5) ruler (benevolence)/subject 
(loyalty). In each relationship, while the weaker or younger person submits to the stronger or 
older person, the stronger person is responsible for protecting the weaker one. (For an infor-
mative study of Confucianism, see Hopfe, 1994. For its influence on East Asia, see Tu, 1996.)

2. Economists argue that one of the important failures in the Korean government’s eco-
nomic policy was its inability to establish new mechanisms to effectively deal with the poten-
tial consequences of opening financial deregulation. For a detailed discussion and analyses 
of the causes and nature of the economic crisis, see Chang, Park, and Yoo (1998).

3. Almost 90 percent of parents and students believe that “off-school” educational op-
portunities such as cram schools and private tutoring are beneficial in preparation for the 
college entrance exam (Kim, 2006). 

4. Notwithstanding class status becoming less important, such distinctions are still 
present in Korean society and its people. However, unlike other periods of Korean history, 
class status in contemporary Korea is not inherited but is achieved through economic and/
or educational success via hard work. In fact, economic success alone, without educational 
achievement, is often not enough to obtain elite status. 

5. According to the surveys administered by the Korea Teachers & Educational Work-
ers Union and the Korea Youth Counseling Institute, almost half of the students reported 
contemplating suicide. The National Statistical Office estimates that as many as 1000 Kore-
ans between the ages of 10 and 19 have committed suicide between 2000 and 2003, whereas 
the National Assembly by the Ministry of Education found that 462 middle and secondary 
school students committed suicide in the last 5 years (Card, 2005; Lee and Larson, 2000). 

6. A detailed comparison between America in Dewey’s time and contemporary Korea 
is outside the scope of the present study. However, it should be mentioned that Korea is 
currently experiencing significant social, economic, and political changes as did America 
in Dewey’s time (See Lee, 2000, 73). Most of all, the problem of authority in Korea, which 
is fostered by these dramatic cultural changes, is similar to, if not exactly the same as, the 
problems the United States faced at the time. 
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