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“I AM AN AMERICAN PHILOSOPHER” 

 —An Interview Series with John Capps— 

 

ROBERTA DREON is Professor of Aesthetics and Director of 
the Venetian Centre for Cognition, Language, Action and 
Sensibility at Ca' Foscari University in Venice. She is the 
author of John Dewey fra natura umana e 
democrazia. Una biografia intel let tuale (with 
Matteo Santarel l i; 2026), Human Landscapes: 
Contributions to a Pragmatist Anthropology (2022) and 
Fuori dalla torre d'avorio: L'estetica inclusiva di John 
Dewey oggi (2012; French translation 2017). In addition 
to her work in aesthetics, philosophy of emotion, and 
philosophy of habits, unti l  the end of 2025 she was 
co-editor in chief of  the European Journal of 
Pragmatism and American Philosophy. 

 

What does American philosophy mean to you? 

For me, American philosophy essentially means Classical Pragmatism, especially the 
philosophies of John Dewey, William James, and George Herbert Mead. It represents the 
kind of American culture I am fond of and sincerely believe should be supported and 
reclaimed in the difficult times we are living through. In a nutshell, it involves, first, a form of 
non-dogmatic naturalism, which considers human beings an integral part of a changing 
environment , and renounces  any privileged position.  
 
At the same time, it entails rejecting any attempt to justify what exists by 
appealing to causes, reasons, or principles beyond it, as Joe Margolis 
argued. Second, it means adopting a genuinely pluralistic attitude, which 
involves tolerance, inclusiveness, and awareness of one’s own biases. Third, 
it implies embracing a melioristic attitude. As a European philosopher 
belonging to a tradition that has developed refined forms of disenchantment 
toward the future—and not without reason—I admire the Pragmatists’ 
courage in believing that it is still possible to make a difference, however 
slight. 
 

https://www.unive.it/data/people/5592094
https://www.unive.it/web/en/301/claves-center
https://www.unive.it/web/en/301/claves-center
https://www.lafeltrinelli.it/john-dewey-fra-natura-umana-libro-roberta-dreon/e/9788829035564?srsltid=AfmBOooeyFoFI7-BPIJz68js8uDakAf49oA85E609nsQRWqi1ZTz3mcv
https://www.lafeltrinelli.it/john-dewey-fra-natura-umana-libro-roberta-dreon/e/9788829035564?srsltid=AfmBOooeyFoFI7-BPIJz68js8uDakAf49oA85E609nsQRWqi1ZTz3mcv
https://sunypress.edu/Books/H/Human-Landscapes
https://sunypress.edu/Books/H/Human-Landscapes
https://www.mariettieditore.it/libro/9788821187124-fuori-dalla-torre-davorio
https://www.mariettieditore.it/libro/9788821187124-fuori-dalla-torre-davorio
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How did you become an American philosopher?  
 
Perhaps I am not a proper American philosopher, as my personal and 
intellectual history might  shows. I was trained in a typically continental 
philosophical environment, where hermeneutics and phenomenology were 
central references, together with classical German philosophy. During my 
student years, and later while working on my PhD thesis, I was fascinated by 
Heidegger’s “ontology of facticity,” which my mentor Mario Ruggenini 
translated into a “hermeneutic of finitude.” Pragmatism was not a subject of 
inquiry in the Venice department. Only Luigi Perissinotto read some Rorty and 
Putnam through a Wittgensteinian lens.  

 
I encountered Dewey almost fortuitously, when I found a reference to Art as 
Experience in a volume by Wolfgang Iser. Once I started reading Dewey’s 
work, I never stopped. As I became increasingly involved in Pragmatism, I 
had the good fortune to meet Rosa Calcaterra who, together with her 
research group, was strongly supportive. 
 
At the risk of being misunderstood, I believe I have found in Dewey, James, 
and Mead the resources to articulate a heterodox analytic of existence on 
naturalistic yet non-reductive grounds. 
 

How would you describe your current research?  

I am still working on sensibility and the emotions, a philosophy of habits, and 
the entanglement of language and experience in the human world. I am also 
planning to expand the conceptual toolbox for articulating the philosophical 
anthropology I sketched in Human Landscapes by exploring a cultural-
naturalistic view of interest. It will be part of a new book that I am writing 
together with Mathias Girel, David Hildebrand, Matteo Santarelli, and Pierre 
Steiner. 

What do you do when you’re not doing American philosophy? 

Nothing particularly original, yet all meaningful to me: reading novels, watching movies, 
swimming, and, above all, spending time with my family. My great love is gardening: taking 
care of plants is genuinely restorative for me, and I like to think that this is a passion I inherited 
from my grandmother.  

Roberta Dreon, Matteo Santarelli
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John Dewey (1859-1952) è fra i teorici della democrazia più 
influenti del Novecento. Filosofo, scienziato sociale e attivista, il suo 
pragmatismo denso di conseguenze politiche ruota attorno a una 
filosofia della contingenza, naturalista e pluralista.
Il volume ne ricostruisce a livello teorico e biografico l’intera opera. 
Un’opera complessa, attraversata da forti tensioni, e profondamente 
radicata nella storia contemporanea degli Stati Uniti. Un pensiero 
che ancora oggi ci invita a interrogarci su alcuni temi decisivi: il 
problema dell’educazione, il rapporto tra mente e corpo, la natura 
dell’esperienza estetica, la complicata coesistenza di scienza e 
democrazia. Una riflessione realistica, e insieme mai rassegnata, 
sulla possibilità di una vita democratica.
Dall’integrazione fra hegelismo e vocazione naturalistica degli anni 
giovanili alla graduale ma coerente radicalizzazione delle posizioni 
teoriche e politiche nella maturità, il libro o!re un’interpretazione 
attenta a far risaltare la stretta interdipendenza tra le varie 
componenti dell’analisi di Dewey all’insegna del naturalismo 
culturale, estraneo a dualismi e a riduzionismi di ogni genere.

Roberta Dreon insegna Estetica all’Università Ca’ Foscari Venezia; 
si occupa di pragmatismo, teoria della sensibilità, filosofia delle 
abitudini e delle connessioni fra esperienza umana e linguaggio. Tra 
i libri pubblicati, Human Landscapes. Contributions to a Pragmatist 
Anthropology (State University of New York Press, 2022).

Matteo Santarelli insegna Filosofia morale e Antropologia filosofica 
all’Alma Mater Studiorum – Università di Bologna; si occupa 
del rapporto tra filosofia e scienze sociali. Fra le sue pubblicazioni, 
il volume La vita interessata. Una proposta teorica a partire da John 
Dewey (Quodlibet, 2019).
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En publiant L’Art comme expérience en 1934 (traduit en France en 2005), 
John Dewey proposait une théorie continuiste de l’expérience : non
seulement les expériences ordinaires ne sont pas essentiellement 
diff érentes des expériences artistiques mais, plus encore, c’est l’ensemble 
de notre vie quotidienne qui peut faire l’objet d’expériences esthétiques. 
Par là, Dewey formulait une esthétique pragmatiste dont les enjeux 
conceptuels et politiques restent d’une grande actualité.
Roberta Dreon met en évidence la pertinence des positions du philo-
sophe américain en les confrontant avec des réfl exions plus récentes 
(Arthur Danto, Noël Carroll, Richard Shusterman), mais aussi avec 
les débats anthropologiques sur la nature du langage, de l’expérience
et de l’art. Si les théories de Dewey ont été influencées par celles 

de Bronisław Malinowski et de Franz Boas, 
elles permettent, en retour, de reconsidérer 
certains travaux majeurs en anthropo logie de l’art 
(Cliff ord Geertz, Alfred Gell).
Sortir de la tour d’ivoire souligne ainsi la valeur 
inclusive de la philo sophie de John Dewey : 
celle-ci nous permet de repenser nos conceptions 

de l’art et les oppositions binaires qui les structurent traditionnellement 
(beaux-arts vs arts populaires ; artistique vs utile ; art vs vie), mais aussi de 
comprendre le fonctionnement des œuvres d’art dans le réseau continu 
de notre expérience et de nos relations à autrui.

Roberta Dreon est professeur à l’université Ca’ Foscari de Venise. Elle a publié 
plusieurs ouvrages, parmi lesquels : Esperienza e tempo (2003), sur la pensée 
de Heidegger, et Il sentire e la parola (2007), sur les liens entre langue et 
perception. Elle est l’auteur de nombreux articles consacrés à l’herméneu-
tique, la phénoménologie et le pragmatisme.

ISBN : 978-2-917131-47-3

23 €
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What’s your favorite work in American philosophy? What should we all be reading? 

Human Nature and Conduct is certainly my first choice. 
(March 2026)  

 
       


