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Abstract: Over the last thirty years several sociologists have produced a number of works outlining the decline of the American community.  This paper argues that Dewey’s aesthetics has the conceptual tools to ameliorate the crisis of community.  Aesthetic experience—specifically the creation of aesthetic meaning, the cadence of experience, and art as expression and communication—strengthen the weakening bonds of community.  Once meaning is created that meaning is communicated through art.  This communication strings together experiences and meanings that, when disseminated to the community, leads to enriching and enlivening the organism’s communal identity.
The evidence is clear.  As a whole legion of sociologist has argued, America’s sense of community is deteriorating.  Philip Slater’s The Pursuit of Loneliness and David Riesman’s The Lonely Crowd have outlined the diminishing importance of social relationships.  As the community decreases in importance, the organism becomes more alone, fractured, and alienated from his or her peers.  The independence and freedom that he or she seeks has, in fact, yielded loneliness.  The organism has been unwittingly striving towards loneliness.  New studies from Robert Putnam, Bowling Alone and Building Together, argue that the social bonds that use to bring people together are growing weak, brittle, and breaking.  In other words, communal identity is dissolving, and the organism’s rampant individualism is strangling a communal sense of togetherness.  The relationships that once sparked organisms to come together are weakening under the weight of individualism.  Communal meaning has been subjugated to individual meaning.  Dewey himself declared that “The machine age in developing the Great Society has invaded and partially disintegrated the small communities of former times without generating a Great Community.”
  
In this paper I intend to argue that John Dewey has the conceptual tools to mitigate the disintegration of community.  Aesthetic experience, when undergone communally, can create meaning, forge new bonds, and cultivate relationships.  This enhanced social network of relations can strengthen relations where other, older ones have been severely weakened.  I will explicate Dewey’s conception of art and show how the process an aesthetic experience creates meaning within the context of the dissolution of community. Art creates meaningful growth through the movement from loss to recovery, and then back again.  This art, when present in the public sphere, functions as a medium of communication.   Because art is communication, when found in the public sphere, it cultivates the Great Community.  Thus, communication is the foundation of the Great Community.  The purpose of the Great Community is to ever increase the freedom, growth, and potential of a community.  To open possibilities for the organism is the process and effect of a Deweyan democracy. The process by which these possibilities become actualized and meaningful is the movement of art: the aesthetic experience.  The healing process of community then is the dynamic process of loss and integration that creates meaning within the process of democracy, and the meaningful exercise of these possibilities is the work of aesthetic experience marching toward consummation.  This is especially urgent because if something is not done to strengthen our sense of community then the social contexts that forge the coming self will dangerously restrict future possibilities for organisms to come.  Consequently, when art is brought to bear on democracy, the community’s sense of togetherness is nourished.  This is also what art has to do with democracy. 
Much of Art as Experience is written with the individual organism in mind. It is, after all, concerned with how to make one’s individual life more meaningful.  Dewey argues that when a problem comes from one’s environment, then one ought to respond in order to move with the loss and recovery of a dynamic experience.  Such a process can enrich experience and lead to consummatory aesthetic experiences.  But, this is not the whole story.  Meaning can apply to individual organisms or a community of organisms, which is why the last chapter of the book is concerned with meaning in civilizations.  Some conflicts and problems are presented to the individual and some are presented to the community.  Furthermore, contextualized meaning suggests that the significance in my experience is not solely individually created but greatly influenced by society as well.  The same process of loss and recovery that cultivates growth in the organism, which is the concern of Art as Experience, can engender meaning when applied to the community.  

Thus, art solves central problems arising from society; and, at the same time of this rescue, art is able to return the individual to a healthy dispensation, mode of existence, or an overall recrudescence of life’s vim. Thomas Alexander writes, “Dewey achieved his most radical insight…in driving the implications of his aesthetic theory toward a broad vision of the aims of the democratic life, toward a philosophy of civilization.  Democratic society seeks the liberation of experience, Dewey believed.  But liberation does not come by merely removing barriers.  The powers of human beings to engage the world so that it funds their lives with a vibrant sense of meaning and value must be nurtured.”
 Specifically, then, art addresses questions having to do with one’s relation to the world as well as an individual’s proper relation to his or her community.  Art engenders meaning.
As Dewey argues, meaning arises from relations within experience.  These relations form the basis to any sociality, and they come about through the genetic traits of existence.  If there is hope to restore communal meaning, then the relations that structure sociality must be nourished.  Dewey describes “two sorts of possible worlds in which esthetic experience would not occur.” He goes on to describe these two worlds: one world of complete precariousness and one world of complete stability.
  A world in flux is the only one in which community can engender meaning.  The point of art in Dewey is to restore the world and community to a vibrant movement from stable to precarious. By restoring this movement to the community, one can engender and cultivate meaning where meaning is waning. One extracts meaning through and by the tension within experience. For Dewey, meaning is created through the environment and the individual responding to this environment. This shifting cycle of confronting the stability and precariousness in our experience Dewey calls “the rhythm of loss of integration and recovery of union.”
 Dewey writes in Art as Experience, “The rhythm of loss of integration with environment and recovery of union not only persists in man but becomes conscious with him; its conditions are material out of which he forms purposes.”
 Since fluctuation within the generic traits of existence is that which engenders direct, purposeful experience, and direct, purposeful experience is the bedrock of meaning, the interchange between the stable and precarious is the genesis of meaning. Flux is the basis by which meaning can be extracted from the world.  

By “returning the community to flux” I mean that the same process of loss and recovery that Dewey explains for the organism can be applied to a community.  An individual that refuses to participate in the interchange from stable to precarious radically hinders his or her growth.  If the organism does respond to the challenges and capriciousness of their environment then the organism will not grow, and will likely die.  The organism is stilted.  Likewise, community is stagnate without the same movement.  Said another way, if the organism must thrust him or herself within the to and fro of the stable and the precarious for meaning to arise, then it is necessary for the community to undergo the same to and fro.
Experience happens regardless of one’s intentions.  It is the basic characteristic of life. However, it is the structure of experience that is noteworthy. This general structure is characterized by two very important aspects that will teach us about the nature of artistic expression. Firstly, as I have already mentioned, experience is characterized by what Dewey refers to as the rhythm of loss of integration and recovering of union. Dewey writes,

Life itself consists of phases in which the organism falls out of step with the march of surrounding things and then recovers unison with it—either through effort or by some happy chance. And, in a growing life, the recovery is never mere return to a prior state, for it is enriched by the state of disparity and resistance through which it has successfully passed. If the gap between the organism and environment is too wide, the creature dies. If its activity is not enhanced by temporary alienation, it merely subsists. Life grows when a temporary falling out is a transition to a more extensive balance of the energies of the organism with those of the conditions under which it lives.

Dewey relates this passage to what Santayana called “hushed reverberations.”
 Life, says Dewey, is characterized by a process of losing step and regaining step with the surrounding environment.  This cycle of “alienation and reconstitution” is both the tension that brings about meaning and the way by which the community grows.
 The community of organisms is alienated and then reconstituted. 
Secondly, it is not bare response to environment that designated an experience. It is also distinguished by the rhythm of experience. This rhythm is metered by the nutrition extracted from experience. Dewey instructs, “If we move too rapidly, we get away from the base of supplies—of accrued meaning—and the experience is flustered, thin, and confused. If we dawdle too long after having extracted a net value, experiences perishes of inanition.”  This rhythm is similar to the pound of a pulse. Correspondingly, the connection between a pound or a pulse is the time between the beats. Each beat is meaningless in and of itself but within the rhythm the beats find meaning. Consequently, the beats within the rhythm are closely related to each other. Dewey writes, “The flights and perchings [of experience] are intimately connected with one another; they are not so many unrelated lightings succeeded by a number of equally unrelated happenings” The connections of the pulse or rhythm of experience brings forth brings forth new meaningful experiences that are “pregnant with connections.”  For the community, the beats can only be strung together through communication.  
These two things characteristics of experience show three things about aesthetic meaning creation.  First, meaning comes about by responding to the needs of our environment.  If our environment presents a problem to our community then, as a community, we must respond to complete the shift from loss to recovery.  By this I mean not that the whole community must agree on a particular action but that a community must meet a problem for community as a problem for community.
  Second, our community has moved too far from accrued meanings. This I take to be evident from the sociological studies outlined in the introduction.  As Dewey predicted, this movement away from accrued meaning has left our communal identity frustrated, confused, and thin.  Thirdly, Dewey shows us, this is not hopeless.  As the rhythm or cadence of experience begins to take shape once more, meaning will compound itself as the first beat is connected with the second and as the third beat is connected with the second and the first, and so on.  
As connections and relations take form between experiences, experience progresses towards consummation.  Where aesthetic meaning creation can enliven the individual, aesthetic experience alone will not solve the problems for community.  Memory, for the individual, connects the specific experiences as they moves toward consummation, so nothing more is needed for the individual to connect together his or her experiences.  For the community communication plays the same role as memory.  Communication connects the rhythms and pulses of meaningful experiences to develop them into a brilliant cadence.  Communication within the community connects singular aesthetic experiences so that meanings can build toward consummation.  Works of art are vehicles of communication.
Like a body needs communication between its parts, so a community also needs communication for meaning within a democratic sphere.  Not only is communication one of the primary ways in which the community grows into the Great Community, but Dewey continually insists on the aesthetic dimensions of communication.  Dewey explains that oriental art communicates the experiences of others: “They effect a broadening and deepening of our own experience, rendering it less local and provincial.”
 The work of art is, after all, an expression of the artist’s experience.  These experiences carry with them the accrued meanings built up for the creation of the art work.  The work of art teaches the built up meanings that have contributed to the formation of that work of art, including, if applicable to that particular work of art, the common communal sense of togetherness.  
Through art, aesthetic experience can be disseminated throughout the community.  The message that art carries is a communicable, learnable message.  Meaning, art teaches the community by communicating aesthetic experiences had by the artist.  “It is by way of communication,” Dewey writes, “that art becomes the incomparable organ of instruction.”
  Elsewhere, he writes, “Instruction in the arts of life is something other than conveying information about them.  It is a matter of communication and participation in the values of life by means of imagination, and works of art are the most intimate and energetic means of aiding individuals to share in the arts of living.”
  This communication within art, which is the most intimate and most energetic means of sharing and communicating “the arts of living,” presented within the public sphere, foster the Great Community.  What I hope to briefly show in this last section is that the ideal community, the Great Community, is the upshot of communication.  
Dewey defines democracy as the “belief in the ability of human experience to generate the aims and methods by which further experience will grow in ordered richness.”
 As we have already seen, the process by which an organism’s experience grows is through the aesthetic process.  The aesthetic process undergone communally relies on communication to carry generated meanings to its members.  Without this communication, experience becomes “flustered, thin, and confused.”

Dewey states that “the task of democracy is forever that of creation of a freer and more humane experience in which all share and to which all contribute.”
  This mode of life, properly executed, is constant active communication inside a society’s structure.  This progress of freedom is assured through communication.  This communication allows society to guard itself against being fractioned and isolated from its members.  Dewey proclaims that:
everything which bars freedom and fullness of communication sets up barriers that divide human beings into sets cliques, into antagonistic sects and factions, and thereby undermines the democratic way of life. Merely legal guarantees of civil liberties of free belief, free expression, free assembly, are of little avail if in daily life freedom of communication, the give and take of ideas, facts, experiences, is choked by mutual suspicion, by abuse, by fear and hatred.  These things destroy the essential condition of the democratic way of living even more effectually than open coercion which—as the example of totalitarian states proves—is effective only when it succeeds in breeding hate, suspicion, intolerance in the minds of individual human beings.
 

As Dewey argues, when communication is restricted a sense of community is fractured, inchoate.  The great hindrances to democracy are hindrances to communication.  If communication is restricted as is the communal identity of a people.  When communication is restricted or corrupted, then fear, sects, factions choke the potential out of a group of people.  A community in tune with democracy is a community that creates the greatest potential for its members.  Toward this idea, John McDermott writes for Dewey that Dewey’s “politics is the struggle to construct an optimum environment for the realizing and sanctioning of the aesthetic processes of living.”
 
In order to ameliorate the dissolution of community, three things must happen. First, the American community will continue to disintegrate if it does not stop its quest for certainty.  It must allow itself to be taken by the ebb and flow of the stable and the precarious.  It is this flow, this flux, that when traversed, will yield the process of meaning creation.  This is perhaps the most difficult, for American society will have to give up its addiction to certainty.  Second, community problems must be identified and addressed by the community.  Third, just as memory functions to tie aesthetic experiences and meaning together for the individual, open communication will tie experiences together for the society.  The pulse or cadence of experiences tied together by communication will move the community on towards consummation.  Art can fulfill this role. For example, the stencil artist known only as “Banksy” creates powerful images within the public sphere in order to challenge the public to readdress social issues.  Because art must have some meaning to communicate, the amelioration of our current crisis begins when the community first generates meaning to be communicated.  Practically speaking then, Banksy has not sparked any great revolutions because society has not yet given up its addiction to stability.
Consequently, art, as the expression of communicable meaning, fosters and cultivates the community that is, by all indications, disappearing and fading.  These expressions can disseminate accrued meanings and responses to the wile of the surrounding environment.  While I understand that the larger problem of the crisis will concern the implementation of Dewey’s conceptual tools, I have sought to show that at least Dewey presents aims-in-view for the current crisis and that, if implemented, the result is, I think, very promising.  Dewey ends Art as Experience trumpeting: 

“The material [of art] itself is widely human.  So we return to the theme of the first chapter.  The material of esthetic experience in being human—human in connection with the nature of which it is a part—is social.  Aesthetic experience is a manifestation, a record and celebration of the life of a civilization, a means of promoting its development, and is also the ultimate judgment upon the quality of a civilization.  For a while it is produced and is enjoyed by individuals, those individuals are what they are in the content of their experience because of the cultures in which they participate.
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