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Abstract
Digital tools, such as video conference technology, are currently transforming peo‑
ple’s behaviour, social relations, and learning processes in higher education. But the 
digital tools used in teaching and learning are also part of a dynamic capitalism. 
This article focuses on democracy and subjectivity in higher education and outlines 
a critical approach in this context. I revisit John Dewey’s philosophy to reflect on 
digital tools and the goals of education in a democratic society. Published more than 
a century ago, Dewey’s seminal book Democracy and Education is relevant as a 
constructive approach to combining learning, experience, habits, and tools. Dewey 
argued that dualisms between mind and matter, knowledge and nature, undermine 
a democratic society. For Dewey, a society would require communication and the 
sharing of experiences whilst education would require democratic aims beyond the 
individual. Yet the contemporary challenges include a ‘digital gaze’ where the tech‑
nology makes subjects more visible and observed. Foucault’s analytics of power thus 
becomes a constructive supplement to Dewey’s focus on participation and modes of 
inquiry to fully examine subjectivity and democracy in postdigital higher education.

Keywords Postdigital · John Dewey · Knowledge · Higher education · Digital 
tools · Foucault

Introduction

Digital technology is integral to a political economy in which profit is earned by 
the way individuals make use of the tools to organise their work, relate to others, 
and carry out their everyday activities (Ford and Jandrić 2021; Knox 2019; Srnicek 
2017; Zuboff 2022). Higher education is in the middle of this development, where it 
deals with competing discourses. On the one hand is a technological instrumentalism 
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where technology offers solutions to everything, including learning. On the other 
hand are more dystopic views about a type of ‘surveillance capitalism’ where users 
are exploited and their behaviour can be modified (Zuboff 2019).

These developments call for revisiting philosophical ideas about subjectivity 
and democratic goals of education. In this article, I argue that John Dewey’s origi‑
nal thought and systematic conceptual repertoire offer a possibility to connect edu‑
cational practices with democratic ideals in a postdigital context. As Selwyn and 
Jandrić point out (2020), Dewey developed a pragmatist philosophy that deals with 
practices, habits, and educational growth. Dewey’s approach moves beyond the rheto‑
ric of learning as a goal in itself (Biesta 2005) and learning as a matter of individu‑
alised and neoliberal self‑renewal. Today’s postdigital condition, marked by a certain 
fatigue about technology‑driven societies (Selwyn 2019b: 24), non‑predictability, and 
messiness (Jandrić et al. 2018: 895), is well suited for revisiting Dewey’s ideas.

When it comes to the changing conditions for higher education, the Covid‑19 
crisis was an eye‑opener. The social distancing policies triggered a swift and com‑
prehensive transition to online platforms, and Big Tech companies extended their 
power as remote teaching became the norm (Klinge et al. 2022; Jandrić et al. 2022; 
Muldoon 2022; Taglietti et  al. 2021; Tschaepe 2020; Watermeyer et  al. 2021). 
Class interactions involved typing on devices, black screens, and the creation of 
the new performative self (either by displaying bookshelves, ceilings, or makeup) 
at an unforeseen scale. Unequal Internet connectivity rendered inequality, yet stu‑
dents and teachers could still envision themselves as part of an interconnected web 
(Floridi 2016). During the pandemic, the infosphere has become integral to learning 
and education.

In Democracy and Education, originally published in 1916, Dewey declares that com‑
munication creates community and that a society exists ‘in transmission, in communication’ 
(1916/1980: 7, emphasis from the original). Members of a society communicate by drawing 
on a mutual understanding of things, aims, knowledge, and aspirations. Communication is 
essential not only for understanding, but it is also educative (Dewey 1916/1980: 7–8).

In his work on information, knowledge, and learning, Dewey dismissed treating 
the student as a mere recipient and/or repository of information. He argued that even 
though it is easy ‘to swamp’ the learner with information (1916/1980: 194), the goal 
should instead be to cultivate students through activities. In the age of easy publica‑
tion and circulation of online materials, this is more important than ever (Flanigan 
and Babchuk 2022; Aagaard 2015).

According to Gert Biesta, experience is the central concept in Dewey’s philoso‑
phy. Dewey used the idea of experience to establish a theory of education that was 
neither based on mind nor based on matter, that is, a theory of education that is nei‑
ther material nor immaterial (Biesta 2010: 38). Dewey contextualises education and 
learning as matters of political order: education for all creates democracy, whereas 
knowledge transmission by the learned few suits oligarchy and unequal social orders.

 This paper revisits Dewey’s ideals of education for a democratic order and dis‑
cusses the implications of digital transformation of education for subjectivities and 
knowledge. According to Waks (2019: 634), Dewey considers that the goal of dem‑
ocratic education should be ‘to foster the democratic personality’ at the level of the 
individual. Democratic education should be based on a recognition of mutual interests, 
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and interconnected social groups can adjust themselves to new situations (Dewey 
1916/1980: 92). Democracy is ‘a mode of associated living’ (Dewey 1916/1980: 93) 
that requires communication and practical relevance, and represents what Waks argues 
is a recognition of shared interests and cooperation (Waks 2019: 634).

Today’s learners rely on the Internet to gain information and knowledge. In fact, 
the Internet represents an infrastructure in which learners become subject to tech‑
nologies and processes that shape their sense of self. This also implies that there is 
a ‘digital gaze’ in which learners see themselves as they imagine others would see 
them (Floridi 2016: 73). Online conferences and other platforms are examples of the 
digital gaze in higher education. To examine how technology shapes identities today, 
it is useful to bring in Foucault’s (1975/1977) analysis of knowledge as a question of 
power, which is effective when individuals know that they are being observed.

Where Dewey aimed at constructing a viable approach to education in democ‑
racy, Foucault brings in a critical supplement. Like Koopman (2009), I consider 
them as compatible: Foucault is concerned with problems where Dewey is focused 
on solutions. With Foucault, for example, one may further underline the extent to 
which digital technologies produce new self‑understandings. The use of digital plat‑
forms reinforces one’s consciousness about being exposed and observed (Floridi 
2016; Harcourt 2015), which is what Foucault highlighted with his analysis of the 
Panopticon (Foucault 1975/1977).

It has recently been argued that Democracy and Education (Dewey 1916/1980) 
offers a possibility to rethink what the new type of educational technologies can 
offer to supplement utilitarian job training (Mason 2017: 53). Dewey (1916/1980) 
develops his critique of the philosophical dualism in the British Empiricist tradi‑
tion where John Locke distinguished between knowledge and sensorial experi‑
ences. Dewey (1916/1980: 165) claims that when knowledge is ‘treated as an end 
itself’, it becomes a ‘cold‑storage ideal’ that is detrimental to education — the stu‑
dent becomes a passive receiver of knowledge and their ‘occasions for thinking go 
unused’. The established position is a result of modern empiricist philosophy where 
the subject is viewed as a neutral container and accumulator of knowledge, such as 
with John Locke’s tabula rasa (Locke 1690/1997).

As an alternative, Dewey introduces what has been labelled as a pedagogy based 
on the principle of ‘learning by doing’ (Dewey 1916/1980: 192; Thuen and Volckmar 
2020). Dewey (1916/1980: 66, 192) championed the active learner, constructive hab‑
its, and experience‑based intelligent abilities. He argued that educational activities as 
well as ‘information about materials’ and tools should become transferable to activi‑
ties outside schools (Dewey 1980: 203, 213).

In what follows, I first introduce Dewey’s approach to democracy and education 
based on a critique of knowledge transmission that creates oligarchy. Second, I outline 
some of the key concepts in Dewey’s philosophy of teaching — experience, thought, 
situation, and tools. Third, I introduce Foucault’s analysis of the Panopticon, surveil‑
lance, and analytics of power, and discuss how the digital gaze contrasts and com‑
pares with Dewey’s ideas about democracy and participation. I conclude by arguing 
that Dewey’s philosophy offers a possibility to critically scrutinise whether the goals of 
higher education are consistent with the development of democratic personalities.
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Oligarchy and the Undemocratic Dualism

Democracy and Education (Dewey 1916/1980) offers a basis to address relations 
between information, knowledge, and learning, whilst contextualising education and 
learning as part of the development of democratic societies. The critique of oligar‑
chy, social and economic inequality, was central to Dewey’s approach. His account 
of democracy is bolstered by a theory of knowledge which is based on viewing edu‑
cation as a question of democracy. Dewey criticised the early Greek philosophers 
Plato and Aristotle as well as societies based on slavery that undermine equal devel‑
opment for everyone (Dewey 1916/1980: 318). His commitment to equal oppor‑
tunities and democratic practices in education has had global appeal. It suited the 
education policies in Scandinavia’s social democracies after the Second World War 
(Thuen and Volckmar 2020). Dewey also inspired educational reforms in Turkey, 
Holland, and other parts of Europe (Miedema 1996). His teaching at Columbia even 
influenced the leader of India’s outcastes, Bhimrao Ambedkar, before India’s inde‑
pendence (Ambedkar 1989: 79).

Dewey develops a systematic philosophical discussion of education in which 
he criticises the epistemological foundations of modern philosophy, especially the 
split between mind and the world, culture and nature, and subject and object (Dewey 
1916/1980: 174). This epistemological critique is part of his argument for viewing edu‑
cation as part of a democratic society that requires an understanding of how learning 
processes rely on experiences to raise citizens with intelligent and reflective habits. It 
is not surprising that Dewey defines democracy in a variety of ways, which prompts 
Hook to clarify that Dewey’s idea was to make the meanings of a desirable and dem‑
ocratic society explicit in the context of education (Hook 1980: xi–xii). Overall, the 
term democracy is an essentially contested concept (Gallie 1955). For Dewey, however, 
democracy is more a question of mutual recognition and associated living than a con‑
cept about formal political institutions (Dewey 1916/1980, 1938/2008).

Education and democracy are combined in Dewey’s philosophy about an inclu‑
sive social order. He condemns social exclusion and argues that interaction across 
social classes would be beneficial to all (Dewey 1916/1980: 327). Dewey’s concep‑
tion of the desirable society is focused on how the individual can grow in associ‑
ation with others by sharing emotions and ideas that create common experiences 
(Dewey 2015: 20). Education should aim at striking a balance between the individu‑
al’s growth and the development of the democratic society.

Education requires attention to the societal order and to the type of political con‑
stitution that supports the desirable, democratic society. In his discussion of the 
concept of democracy in education, Dewey (1916/1980: 93) argues that a demo‑
cratic society ‘repudiates the principle of external authority’. One of Dewey’s key 
concerns was the relationship between knowledge and the world, knowledge, and 
experience. Dewey underlines that the split between knowledge and experience in 
the Ancient Athenian society reflects a societal order where educated philosophers 
are projected as people who gain knowledge in radically different ways than many 
members of the society, such as cobblers, soldiers, and flute players, whose skills 
are based on experience (Dewey 1916/1980: 272).
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Modern philosophy reinforces the split between intellectual and practical stud‑
ies by suspending experience and disregarding practical skills and techniques in 
education. Dewey claims that this dualism became more acute with British empiri‑
cism because it represented a philosophy where knowledge was based on ‘sensory 
impressions’ (Dewey 1916/1980: 276). Dewey’s concept of experience involves 
cognitive inquiry and intellectual growth, which involve an active subject and not a 
passive receiver of information. He therefore singles out Locke’s philosophy in his 
critique, whose ‘statements fitted well into the dualism of his day’ (Dewey 1980: 
67). Locke’s epistemology (1690/1997) suggests that the human mind is born free 
of any knowledge as if it is a blank piece of paper that will be filled with content. 
Dewey argues that the early modern philosophy projected the empty mind as the 
purest form of thought (Dewey 1916/1980: 277).

The critique of philosophical dualisms is a highly ambitious project. For Dewey, 
Locke’s tabula rasa is an example of an enduring problem in western philosophy 
— the division between mind and body. This dualism is prominent in Descartes’s 
philosophy (1641/1998) where his radical doubt about the world involves a split 
between the inner and the outer world, mind and body. But for Dewey, Locke is 
the prime focus. He considers Locke to be the most influential empiricist, and he 
underlines how Locke’s epistemology is based on a ‘sensationalism’ where the mind 
gains a sense of the material world through impressions and evolving ideas (Dewey 
1916/1980: 276–77).

Dewey’s argument is that dualism undermines education in a democratic society. 
He states that ‘[t]he problem of education in a democratic society is to do away with 
the dualism and to construct a course of studies which makes thought a guide of free 
practice for all’ (Dewey 1916/1980: 271). The dualism of mind and matter serves 
to deny bodily experiences any role in knowledge acquisition, thus representing an 
impediment for growth. Dewey’s proposition is therefore to circumvent this dual‑
ism by appealing to the student’s interest in learning; the student should become an 
individual committed to growth rather than appealing to rewards outside oneself or 
offering entertainment (Dewey 1913/1979: 156).

Thinking and Process‑Based Learning

In Dewey’s approach, experience is interrelated with thinking through action. 
Experience and thinking explain how an individual can acquire knowledge and 
develop one’s abilities. In a later work, Dewey explains that thinking occurs in situ‑
ations characterised by problems, choices, and ambiguities, or what he refers to as 
‘a forked-road situation’ (Dewey 1933: 14, emphasis from the original). As such, 
Dewey creates a new and original basis to make sense of teaching without relying 
on the mind–body dualism. The idea is to view thinking as an activity in terms of 
inquiry and questioning in ‘indeterminate’ situations (Hickman and Alexander 1998: 
171). It is ‘the method of intelligent experience’ (Dewey 1916/1980: 159).

There are practical implications associated with Dewey’s emphasis on rela‑
tionships between thinking and learning. He argues, for instance, that it would be 
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ineffective to simply give new material, toys and practical tools, to children who 
have not been able to create the tools by themselves and therefore do not know their 
origins. The point of departure for any schools ‘should be as unscholastic as pos‑
sible’ in order to give the students something to do rather than something to learn 
(Dewey 1916/1980: 161). Teaching should therefore provide ‘situations which 
involve learning by doing’ (Dewey 1916/1980: 192). Scholasticism, however, des‑
ignates a system that prioritises passive acquisition of readymade knowledge over 
action and experienced‑based thought. The ability to think does not materialise if 
knowledge is considered in a static manner where information is simply stored and 
the ‘occasions for thinking go unused’ (Dewey 1916/1980: 165).

In Dewey’s system, thinking is an essential term in relation to which he develops 
a series of relevant concepts such as inquiry, situation, and habits, each of which 
should be viewed as process‑based concepts (Koopman 2011: 547). Dewey develops 
a process‑based approach to learning where the acquisition of new habits is essential 
to sustain the learning process and generate growth. Dewey argues that ‘thinking 
is a process of inquiry’ where the acquisition of knowledge is always secondary to 
‘the act of inquiring’ (Dewey 1916/1980: 155, emphasis in the original). Thinking 
is therefore research — finding out — and is triggered in situations that are incom‑
plete, uncertain, and problematic. One may gain the impression that Dewey envi‑
sions a situation where students should have the courage to manage uncertainty, but 
this is not necessarily the case. Instead, Dewey relies on the concept of situation to 
make immediate experience relevant and avoid formalistic procedures.

Situation is a concept that Dewey brings into discussion of how children imitate 
and learn through a game or by playing (Dewey 1916/1980: 40–41). For instance, 
he explains how children learn to play with a ball in a situation where one not only 
imitates another child who is rolling the ball but also participates to develop the 
game. The child is part of a social and educational context in which a game is being 
played. Imitation is a concept of social psychology, but it is secondary to the active 
participation in the situation where the child tries, actively, to master and improve its 
role in the game (Dewey 1916/1980: 41).

If situations provide the immediate contexts in which children or students learn 
through imitation, the goal of education is nonetheless that students should grow. 
This is where habit becomes a crucial concept. He envisions that education should 
help students gain new habits and develop their abilities to readjust to new condi‑
tions (Dewey 1916/1980: 57).

Reflective thought is an important capability in this regard. He elaborates the 
idea of habit in a subsequent work where he claims that ‘a good habit of thought’ 
would amount to the ability to ‘pass judgment pertinently and discriminatingly’ 
(Dewey 1933/1998b: 145, emphasis from the original). According to Rømer (2015), 
this type of reflexivity implies that thinking is not subordinated to action. Rather, 
various situations represent possibilities to develop experiences that could result in 
habits that equip the students to cope with both good and bad situations. It would 
be a disservice to the student to simply please them, because their character will not 
be trained to confront ‘the real labours of life’ (Dewey 1913/1979: 154). Situations 
must shape proper habits.
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For Dewey, education serves larger aims. He argues that ‘the important thing for 
education’ is to train ‘the faculties of mind’ until ‘they become thoroughly estab‑
lished habitudes’ (Dewey 1916/1980: 66). Here, the exposure to various types of 
situations — however challenging — would ensure that students develop construc‑
tive habits based on a multitude of experiences.

Dewey addresses social and technological developments as questions in the devel‑
opment of a democratic society overall. He argues, for instance, that technology 
such as electricity and transportation should serve ‘social ends’ (Dewey 1916/1980: 
209, emphasis from the original). He criticises the attempts of private interests to 
use technologies to make ‘private profit’ (in the way that Facebook and Google do 
today) and argues that schools need to be in charge of how technologies should serve 
the common interest (Dewey 1916/1980: 209).

Dewey is acutely aware of how technology from private cooperations may gener‑
ate differences amongst students and reproduce social inequalities in education. He 
therefore claims that it is ‘the aim of progressive education to take part in correcting 
unfair privilege and unfair deprivation, not to perpetuate them’ (Dewey 1916/1980: 
126). One of the challenges that Dewey points out is that the education system will 
reproduce the social status of the students if one ends up selecting individuals for 
specific sectors before the education process has begun. Such an early selection 
would be more consistent with an oligarchy than with a democratic society. At the 
same time, Dewey tends to open up the possibilities for students to play without too 
many guidelines or ‘recipes and models’ provided by the teacher (Dewey 1916/1980: 
177), which may create some vulnerabilities to the reproduction of inequalities.

Democratic Participation or Foucault’s Panopticon?

Teaching and learning in today’s networked society are radically different from the 
industrial society that characterised Dewey’s period. Developments such as remote 
teaching, social distancing, personal computers, algorithms, and videoconferencing 
would have appeared alien to his thinking. Yet Dewey’s set of concepts such as hab‑
its, growth, situation, and inquiry are relevant in order to make sense of learning 
and teaching amidst digital tools and platforms. For example, it is very easy to pub‑
lish and circulate ‘online content’ (Networked Learning Editorial Collective 2021: 
315). This can quickly turn into a tendency to treat the learner as a repository of 
knowledge, which Dewey found problematic. The Internet and digital technology 
accelerate communication and easily generate information overload. Yet, for Dewey, 
communication also has an educative dimension where ‘a recipient of a commu‑
nication’ can learn and adopt their understandings of another person’s experience 
(Dewey 1916/1980: 8).

It has been argued that the postdigital society is characterised by the mutual inter‑
dependence between the digital and the analogue, the online and the offline (Cramer 
2014; Selwyn 2019b). This interrelated understanding of the tangible and the intan‑
gible is consistent with Dewey’s thinking. Dewey argued that tangible tools (like 
hammers or computers) and intangible tools (like habits, language, or shared ideas) 
are mutually adapted (Hickman 2001: 46).
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However, the transformations in a postdigital society need to be addressed at 
both the individual and the societal level. One implication at the individual level is 
that the Internet has become integral to memory and cognition (Ward 2013). The 
Internet transforms the ways in which the human mind changes with new material 
conditions (Falikman 2021). As Säljö (2010: 61) argues, the contemporary situation 
involves ‘externalised cognition’ where algorithms and software for storekeeping 
have become part of learning processes.

The externalisation of memory and knowledge reflects dependency on digital 
tools for studying. Falikman (2021) argues that the borders between the person’s 
cognitive system and technical devices are blurred, and claims that it is difficult to 
demarcate the difference between one’s memory and the Internet. However, digi‑
tal tools have become a basic method to process the considerable amount of avail‑
able data, information, and knowledge. This requires that habits and methods are 
adjusted to the postdigital situation. Habit is a key term because the acquisition of 
knowledge may be undermined by digital tools that also create a culture of distrac‑
tion (Aagaard 2015).

The societal level is decisive for understanding the extent to which factors exter‑
nal to higher education are changing faster than its own practices. It is noteworthy 
that digital technology belongs to a dynamic form of capitalism. Whilst data and 
algorithms inform students and researchers in their everyday work, they are also 
essential to generating profits in this new business model. Zuboff offers the most 
compelling account of the emerging form of capitalism in her book Surveillance 
Capitalism (2019). Muldoon (2022: 24) criticises Zuboff’s work for failing to under‑
stand the relevance of extractive business models for both industrial and digital capi‑
talism. However, Zuboff’s (2019) argument is nonetheless compelling: companies 
earn money by collecting data from their users whilst employing that data to modify 
their behaviour.

Capitalism has always been extractive in the past, yet the embeddedness of tech‑
nology in educational activities is a new development. Students and scholars are 
aware that they are being observed in new ways. For instance, online conferences 
reinvented the class community in the context of social distancing, created new 
spaces for learning, and made them visible (Wardak et  al. 2022). The technology 
has intensified the demands on every participant’s attention, transformed relations 
between students, and challenged the distinction between public and private. Stu‑
dents were able to view each other in their private homes as well as view the whole 
class as a community.

There are constructive and more problematical dimensions of video conference 
technology. On the one hand, video conferencing can be used to extend and advance 
cooperation. It can enable students to communicate and grow in the sense that 
Dewey (1916/1980) imagined active participation. On the other hand, video confer‑
ences clearly augment the relevance of the ‘digital gaze’, the sense of seeing oneself 
as observed by others (Floridi 2016: 73).

As a specific form of the digital gaze, video conferences reinvent the effect 
of visibility that Foucault highlights in his study of the Panopticon — the prison 
system where inmates were observed by a minimal number of staff (Foucault 
1975/1977). Foucault argues that the Panopticon was an architectural experiment 
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and a system of power that created particular subject‑positions amongst the 
inmates (Foucault 1975/1977: 204–205). Accordingly, video conferencing creates 
subject‑positions for the participants. Unlike inmates in the Panopticon, students 
can switch off cameras to avoid being observed. Whilst this represents a form of 
resistance, it also puts cooperation and the incentive to learn into question.

Foucault’s model of the Panopticon does not quite correspond to the many 
pressing questions concerning teaching during the Covid‑19 crisis, during which 
teachers had to radically change their methods of instruction. Systematic exami‑
nations of teachers’ agency and skills in ‘digital’ methods have documented very 
different experiences amongst teachers (Damşa et al. 2021). One may even sug‑
gest that video conference technology have made the teacher’s performance and 
ability to adapt even more decisive. This would invert Foucault’s (1975/1977) 
Panopticon: rather than the inmates being observed in Foucault’s prison, video 
conferencing could reinforce the focus on the teacher, whose skills and perfor‑
mance gained primacy over learning.

The increasing amount of data, careful tracking, and methods of observation 
make the digital gaze an important element of postdigital education. Foucault’s 
Panopticon serves as a powerful conceptual tool to make sense of this develop‑
ment, although there are limitations to Foucauldian approaches to how power cre‑
ates self‑regulating practices (Selwyn 2019b: 38). Yet Foucault also developed 
alternative approaches. For example, Socrates’ dialogues and the concept of par-
rhêsia (‘free‑spokenness’) that Foucault analysed (Leask 2012) offer some prom‑
ise and may serve to reconceptualise educational practices (Brady 2022).

Even though Foucault’s use of Socrates’ dialogues provides a model of an 
individual committed to truth (Foucault 2011), it cannot become the only idea of 
education as a basis for the democratic society. At this point, it is useful to bring 
into focus that Foucault combines his interest in explaining how one is governed 
(2002: 335–337) with an interest in truth and the Enlightenment. His penetrating 
comments on Immanuel Kant’s reflections on the meanings of the Enlightenment 
(Foucault 1991) are an important supplement in current discussions of democracy 
and education.

Seeing the concept of parrhésia in combination with Foucault’s discussion of 
Kant and the Enlightenment offers a constructive idea of the subject as an active 
participant who is committed to truth. Foucault’s (1991: 42) suggestion was that 
Kant offers a possibility to engage with contemporary historical conditions. Yet, 
despite his appreciation for Kant’s critical engagement with the present, Foucault 
(1991: 42) does not highlight ‘faithfulness to doctrinal elements’ in a manner 
that one could expect from a more straightforward democratic thinker. Instead, 
he wants to supplement the more well‑known analytics of power with a reactiva‑
tion of critical reflexivity without being pigeonholed in conventional categories 
of rationalism or irrationalism that are often associated with the Enlightenment 
(Foucault 1991: 43).

The controversy surrounding Foucault and norms is well known, but the comparison 
of Foucault and Dewey is useful to develop a constructive discussion of democracy 
and subjectivity. They both broadly identify with philosophical commitment associ‑
ated with the French Enlightenment (Dewey 1925/1998a: 12; Foucault 1991). Dewey 
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more expressly refers to the principles of freedom, equality, and fraternity, although this 
is comparatively moderate and often in the context of his experience‑based approach. 
Indeed, he argues that these principles cannot remain ‘hopeless abstractions’ unless 
each is incorporated into social and political practices (Dewey 1927/2016: 176).

This applies to education, where students are better prepared for citizenship 
through discussions and sharing of findings and experiences rather than ‘the lessons 
learned from teachers and books’ (Dewey 1973: 322). Although Dewey’s pragma‑
tism implies that moral commitments are ‘immanent standards’ (Midtgarden 2012: 
506), his philosophy of education also aims to cultivate students as democratic citi‑
zens. His concern with democratic commitments and citizenship may supplement 
Biesta’s (2020: 101) concept of socialisation as a call for individuality and the 
assured cultivation of freedom.

In his comparison of Dewey and Foucault, Koopman (2009: 215) argued that the 
two thinkers provide a productive contrast: where Foucault practices ‘critique as an 
act of problematisation’, Dewey aims at ‘problem‑solving activity’. Yet Foucault’s 
scholarship takes in more than his radical account of the historical contingency 
of knowledge and its constitution through power. Foucault’s commitment to truth 
struggles and his critical engagement with the present includes an ethical commit‑
ment, even though Foucault did not spell out that commitment systematically in the 
same way as Dewey, Ambedkar, Habermas, and Rawls. Foucault’s critique is also 
particularly fitting for an analysis of algorithms and digital forms of behaviour mod‑
ification as types of knowledge imposed from above.

Discussion

The postdigital designates a situation in which technology cannot simply be turned 
on or off. As Taffel states (2016: 329), the digital has become as essential for human 
practices as water and air. On the one hand, the postdigital designates a pragmatic 
understanding of how one is embedded in an unstable situation where the digital 
and the analogue cannot be separated (Jandrić et  al. 2018). On the other hand, it 
confirms a certain exhaustion and disillusionment about the ever‑new technologi‑
cal innovations (Selwyn 2019b: 24). This paper adds to the debate about the future 
directions of education in a postdigital society.

Dewey (1927/2016: 176) argued that a community that starts with experiences 
and educates its members would create a realistic democracy. Likewise, digital 
tools for cooperation in higher education often enable the possibility to cooperate 
and to create communities around educational activities. For example, Burbules 
(2015) argues that online teaching offers a possibility to rethink what one takes for 
granted in a regular classroom, suggesting, for example, that it becomes an incen‑
tive to adopt more attentive forms of listening rather than conducting long lectures. 
Furthermore, it has been found that students with autism spectrum disorders can 
gain independence, reduce stress, and improve their social opportunities, by using 
technology in different supportive ways (Hedges et  al. 2018: 77). Finally, others 
have found that cooperation in video conferences has become part of a broader set 
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of tools (or actants) as students coordinate activities and available sources in their 
learning environment (Sobko et al. 2020).

Even though Dewey’s philosophy provides some ideas about goals and directions 
of education, the current transformation and disillusionment can be characterised by 
accelerated change (Eriksen 2014), surveillance capitalism (Zuboff 2019), and seg‑
regated communities (Vaidhyanathan 2017). The conditions for democratic coop‑
eration in education appear to be under challenge. Additionally, the relationships 
between information and knowledge are changing. Videoconferencing technology 
is one example of how the digital gaze is shaping today’s subjectivity. Foucault’s 
analyses delineate some relevant challenges for subjectivity in education. They also 
explain that methodological distractions resulting from electronic technology are 
consistent with power to an extent that goes beyond Dewey’s conceptual repertoire. 
Dewey’s philosophy does not include the problematisation of the governing of sub‑
jects that would be necessary today.

According to Dewey, education is the ‘only’ solution for developing a democracy 
characterised by mutual understandings and recognition (Dewey 1916/1980: 92–93). 
Consequently, he condemns systems of stratification, racism, and other exclusion‑
ary practices (Dewey 1916/1980: 93). Mårdh and Tryggvason are amongst those 
who criticise Dewey on this point; they rightly state that he did not address political 
antagonisms and ‘the antagonistic other’ (Mårdh and Tryggvason 2017: 604).

Subjectivities are produced by rationalities and technological frameworks outside 
educational institutions (Ball and Olmedo 2013: 88). Foucauldian analyses deline‑
ate how new subjectivities are produced by technologies and, importantly, underline 
how technologies may undermine and change the goals of education. A ‘postdigital 
sensibility’ and an understanding of the social costs of using available digital tech‑
nologies are needed (Knox 2019: 366).

The development of constructive habits requires a process in which the student 
could learn through action. As I have emphasised, one of Dewey’s central ideas was 
that the student could not simply be a passive receiver of knowledge. Constructive 
habits will instead emerge through inquiries, discipline (1916/1980: 136), and when 
the student has been facing open‑ended situations which represent incentives to 
think. Viewed as essential to learning, Dewey’s concept of situation (‘a fork-road 
situation’) is a useful reminder of the need to prioritise thought processes rather 
than, for instance, mechanical application of technology.

If digital technologies tend to individualise and distract students, they are not 
necessarily compatible with the cultivation of growth and engagement with learning 
and truth. This situation requires a Foucauldian analysis wherein the individual is 
made visible and their subject‑position is produced. On its own, Foucault’s concept 
of the Panopticon might appear stale (Selwyn 2019b: 38). In response to Selwyn, I 
have supplemented the concept of subject‑position with Foucault’s later interest in 
truth‑struggles (Foucault 2011) and his overall commitment to the Enlightenment as 
a critical project (Foucault 1991). Whilst following up earlier attempts at compar‑
ing Foucault and Dewey (Koopman 2009), I emphasise how Foucault’s analysis of 
subject‑positions provides a basis to underscore the challenges of a panoptic post‑
digital society.
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This perspective reinforces a sensibility about the disciplinary and dystopian pos‑
sibilities in a postdigital society in ways that Dewey’s philosophy does not offer. 
However, the ethical potentials and commitment to truth arising from the compari‑
son of Dewey and Foucault also broadly involve ideas associated with the Enlighten‑
ment. Arguably, this comparison could reinforce the concern with contingent truth 
and ongoing scrutiny of goals in educational practices today.

Conclusion

The aim of this article has been to outline a critical approach to democracy and subjec‑
tivity in higher education at a time when digital tools and conference technology have 
transformed social relations, behaviour, and learning processes. This task is important 
because higher education is surrounded by powerful discourses such as technologi‑
cal solutionism or dystopic views of surveillance capitalism. Governments tend to be 
open for the former, technological solutionism; their digital agendas reinforce a linear 
understanding of electronic technology as a solution to several societal challenges. The 
Covid‑19 crisis also reinforced the idea of technological ‘solutionism’. Digital plat‑
forms became the basis for communication when the educational institutions moved to 
online teaching and video conferences to practice social distancing (Teräs et al. 2020). 
This has at any rate confirmed the potential messiness and unpredictability of the post‑
digital situation (Jandrić et  al. 2018, 2022); it has shown how habits and skills can 
change understandings of learning and education.

These changes occur within a particularly dynamic form of capitalism. Technol‑
ogy is disruptive overall, and the electronic solutions from Silicon Valley will accel‑
erate change (Eriksen 2014; Selwyn 2019a; Teräs et al. 2020). There are corporate 
incentives for technological renewal in this capitalist model (Srnicek 2017: 12). Fol‑
lowing up on Selwyn’s statement that there is ‘much to be gained by looking back at 
Dewey in more detail’ (Selwyn and Jandrić 2020: 999), this paper has systematically 
examined Dewey’s views with a specific focus on democracy and subjectivity in a 
postdigital context.

Dewey claimed that ‘the important thing for education’ is to train ‘the faculties of 
mind’ until ‘they become thoroughly established habitudes’ (Dewey 1916/1980: 66). 
However, the development of these constructive habits requires that the student has 
been exposed to many different experiences. It is against such a general background 
that one may suggest that Dewey’s response to the proliferation of digital tools 
would be to contextualise them in a larger, well‑planned process. This increases the 
role of the teachers, their agency, and the institutional platforms (Damşa et al. 2021). 
It would be consistent with Dewey’s ideas to flip the classroom and to use the time 
in class for interaction and activities rather than organising a teacher‑centred envi‑
ronment. Experienced teachers would therefore be in a position to publish their own 
educational materials — a video or a podcast — prior to the class in order to make 
time for activities in class (King 2021).

‘Active connections’ amongst students and interaction would give them the pos‑
sibility to reflect on their own experiences, and to understand those of other students 
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(Dewey 1916/1980: 194). As such, social relations and communication are central 
to gaining experiences as a learner and as a democratic citizen with a sense of the 
common good. Understandings of information, knowledge, and truth matter for the 
future of democracy and emerging subjectivities. I suggest, however, that there is 
scope beyond Dewey and Foucault to further articulate how the principles of lib‑
erty, equality, and mutual recognition would also strengthen growth and democratic 
reflexivity in a postdigital society.
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