Part 2

Wanting to Know

The point of investigation is to find out something new. But what is
new to one individual or social group is not to another. Also, whether
some finding is regarded as new even by a single individual or group
may depend considerably on the form and the context it appears
in—or on who says so. Maybe the notion of some knowledge, the
possibility of its being true, is not new, but its confirmation or
acceptance might be. If the validating of new knowledge involves
considerable social negotiation, then we can certainly expect this to
be even more true in order for this knowledge to be communally
acted upon. :

Researchers are in the position of trying to investigate the same
physical, psychological, social, and cultural environments that de-
termine the nature and conditions of their research itself. To be of
any great use to education in the future, research must rise to a
new sophistication in the kind of self-examination that we are
familiar with, for example, in literary criticism. Like textual inter-
pretation, research needs to undergo a kind of deconstruction. Just
as the contexts of the author, text, and reader must be taken into
account in dealing with the meaning of a text, so must the
circumstances of the investigator, the project, and the applier of
the findings in making sense of research. What are the personal
and cultural subtexts of the research report? Just as current
hermeneutics penetrates well beyond the truism that people read
into a text some of their own inner life, and that authors say more
than they realize, this new self-examination should far exceed the
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42 Wanting to Know

feelings, and their bodies. Again, it may be academic people who
have least known this, because they make a living mostly through
verbal and logical knowledge. But no one needs research to tell them
that some other kinds of intelligences are operating when people
compose music and choreography, paint and sculpt, act, sail a boat,
or grow corn. The knowledge of multiple intelligences was not new,
at least to large parts of the society, but this knowledge was not
welcome or implemented in education because schools were socially
and politically too committed to discursive learning that aped the
university. After school reform became a serious issue, then the
knowledge was allowed.

In both examples, research “discovered” what the society was
now willing to permit its schools to deal with. In this sense, research
removed a bias that denied we knew what we knew and thus acted
as an offical license to implement this old knowledge, which we will
still probably not accomplish for a long time yet.

Actually, research about the methodology of reading and writing
has never been necessary but has only seemed so because of the
unnatural learning conditions that schools have imposed on chil-
dren. As research is now “showing,” the more schools approximate
the authentic reading and writing circumstances in which literacy is
practiced outside of school, the more they succeed. Only societal
forces to the contrary, mainly for purposes of institutional and ideo-
logical control, ever prevented our seeing this obvious way of pro-
ceeding in the first place. How to teach reading and writing is a red
herring, since we have always known what these authentic reading
and writing circumstances are in the home or workplace, and since
we can learn what else we need to know by observing children in
comparable circumstances. The concept of teachers as their own
researchers would have been part of good schooling generations ago
had curriculum and methods not been dictated from beyond the
classroom via tests, textbooks, and various regulations and require-
ments up the line. Teachers’ ongoing investigation of what is or is not
happening among their students is an intrinsic part of good teaching
and should not have to wait on or depend on professional researchers
to come in and formalize it.

No, the real need for research is not to find a methodology for
teaching literacy, which was always there whenever students and
teachers should be freed to engage in it, but to understand the place
of literacy in an overall learning program for today’s stage of evolu-
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literacy and literature, like other kinds of knowledge, are best dis-
cussed in constant relation to culture and consciousness.

Beyond Materialism

In their efforts to make their disciplines as “hard” as those in the
natural sciences, behavioral scientists have often taken on a scien-
tific swagger that, interestingly, the physicist has been forced to
drop. The harder the science the harder does the scientist run up
against the limits of the scientific method. After Einstein’s relativity
and Heisenberg’s uncertainty have come other principles, like that
of probability, to attenuate and qualify the realities of matter. The
more one views holistically, from multiple vantage points and ex-
panded perspectives, the more relativistically one thinks. As the
interplay of “particles” in a nucleus dissipates the very idea of a
particle, the meaning of a single text extends out across the whole
network of reciprocally defining words and cross-referring intertex-
tuality that makes up signification for writer and reader. If both
literature and physics operate today on a principle of relativity,
behavioral scientists should be able to drop the defensive effort to
pretend their disciplines are “hard.”

Within this framework of new self-awareness, the subject matter
of research should be drastically and daringly enlarged. It remains
far too physical, partly in allegiance to a lingering behaviorism and
partly in adherence to an old-fashioned doctrine of nineteenth-
century positivism, according to which nothing is real that can’t be
hefted, counted, or perceived by the senses. In an era when theoreti-
cal physics sounds stranger than scholastic theology, and the most
important “things” in science are mathematical constructs, this ma-
terialism seems inappropriate indeed. Researchers have got to quit
intimidating each other by disparaging attempts to explore the in-
tangible—especially when investigating the mental life! The old
positivistic scientism has created a climate we still live in which I
call the “scientific inquisition,” whereby the research establishment
punishes its members for dealing with taboo subjects, as the church
did before it.

The Body Electric: Electromagnetism and the Foundation of Life
(Becker and Selden, 1985) not only gives an account of orthopedic
surgeon Robert Becker’s pioneering experimentation on the healing
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Mobility confused the cultures, and literacy silenced the voices.
When cultures began to mix, individual action was confounded be-
yond the capacity of programmed commands. At the same time, laws
inscribed to be posted or circulated replaced the hallucinated vocal
directives. (Moses’ bringing down of the tablets would presumably
represent a transition.) Individual mentation became necessary for
action, and literacy made it possible by teaching people to metaphor-
ize and hence to build an inner model of the world. So consciousness
evolves from group to individual but with many throwbacks to re-
mote authority as in the auditory hallucinations of modern schizo-
phrenics.

In its ingenious weaving of disparate information and its appli-
cation in turn to different domains, the theory is brilliant if only
one-quarter true, because even what may not be true catalyzes very
productive thinking in the reader. Here are some thoughts from this
reader. First, some notion of evolution in consciousness does seem
prerequisite for discussing in depth the other matters of language
acquisition, cognitive development, and cultural heritage. Second,
such a comprehensive framework does entail a rare sort of scanning
across areas of knowledge and across periods of history. It was heroic
to attempt this alone. Third, the direction of the evolution of con-
sciousness that Jaynes indicates, from collective to individual, seems
well confirmed by many other things he does not refer to, as does
also his splendid evocation of the waning of the gods and the fading
of the voices, so well attested in a vast mythology and literature of
lost paradises and in the long subsequent history of efforts to rees-
tablish contact through divination, auguries, prophecies, and other
seership by those still gifted to hear divine or ancestral voices. (Yeats:
“The falcon can no longer hear the falconer.”) Finally, and this does
not exhaust the riches of the theory, Jaynes illuminates past and
present by bringing them to bear on each other in a living continuity
pertinent to the purposes of education.

The drawbacks of Jaynes’s thesis reflect the limitations of his
profession and his culture. Let’s begin with his date for the origin of
our sort of consciousness. It’s set too late. His timetable of causation
obliged him to place it after the advent of writing, but in writings as
early as the Vedas, which are surely transcriptions of long oral
traditions, meditation practices are referred to as antedating writing
and presuppose a personal consciousness already so developed that
it needed to be quieted and reattuned to fields beyond. The meta-
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phorization that Jaynes sees as inaugurating individual conscious-
ness more likely prepared for writing than resulted from it. That is,
it seems easier to imagine metaphorization deriving from visual
homologues such as tree limbs/body limbs, from which in turn could
develop the categorical concepts needed for common nouns and fur-
ther verbalization.

Here I feel Jaynes is following our common cultural assumption
that thought is beholden to language. Our culture bears nearly as
strong a bias against the nonverbal as it does against the nonphysi-
cal. Language is revered out of all measure, at least by those who
make their living by it, to the point that we can hardly imagine the
mind developing without it, whereas as Hans Furth, for one, has
pointed out in Thinking Without Language: Psychological Implica-
tions of Deafness (1966), thought can grow independently of lan-
guage. But the very perceptiveness of the rest of Jaynes’s theory calls
our attention to this telling assumption that, precisely, needs much
more thought and research. Tt is most likely that vocalization became
speech in the measure that thinking was already developing and
pressing for a means of communicating itself, though, once associ-
ated, each fostered the other.

More important, the materialist framework of the scientific es-
tablishment within which Jaynes is still trying to work obliges him
to contain the voices within the physical brain, as hallucination,
whereas I think the bicameral or externally directed mind can be
better explained by telepathy and better developed by the concept of
a collective mental force field operating from the past and within the
present. This adjustment would not seriously disrupt Jaynes’s the-
sis, but it would alter the relations among thought, speech, writing,
and consciousness—which are all the more important for educators
as children may pass through whatever sequence humanity may
have undergone. So, according to my own theorizing, thought
evolved before speech—conceptualization independently of verbali-
zation—but was group thought, shared by telepathy, which can be
wordless. What we call “instinct” in animals, which permits them to
do astonishing things that they never learned, may be just this
nonverbal collective consciousness operating across a whole species.

The mixing of bloods and cultures did indeed muddy each group
mind, however, and did force individuals to think for themselves. The
emergence of individual consciousness, speech, and literacy are in-
deed related to each other and to the disappearance of the gods and
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voices, but it could as easily have happened as follows. If speech
evolved out of the necessity to replace telepathy, it was because the
development of personal consciousness was already weakening the
attunement with the collective consciousness.

Consciousness would be evolving, as Jaynes and others indicate,
from group to individual. Effect rather than cause ofthis evolution, lit-
eracy would nevertheless have made personal consciousness at once
more necessary and more possible as it replaced telepathy. Hallucina-
tion probably did occur as a frantic effort to renew contact with the
authoritarian imperatives. Being in touch with the culture externally
but out of touch with the group mind internally could have left us with
the nostalgia for ethnocentricity that today plagues not only world
peace but haunts cultural research itself. Understanding the direction
of the evolution of consciousness deserves top priority, because educa-
tors need to think about how schooling should fit this development.

Another cultural bias may play a part in Jaynes’s theory that is
critical to thinking about the evolution of consciousness, namely, the
notion that our age is superior to the past. Thus he posits a patho-
logical behavior like hallucination to explain how our former mind
was externally directed, not a positive faculty like telepathy, which
modern people usually don’t have access to or don’t believe in but
would envy in earlier people were they indeed endowed with it. (The
esoteric literature, which we will soon examine, consistently as-
sumes telepathic consciousness and the evolution of this into per-
sonal consciousness.)

A notion of progress that condescends to the past destroys the
very concept of evolution in consciousness, which must acknowledge
that trade-offs occur over history among human faculties. Memory
and reason, let’s say for example, became respectively necessary to
create and retain knowledge as human beings became more indi-
viduated and lost telepathic touch with the group field. Misleading
value judgments can enter here. Moderns are more willing to con-
cede that preliterate peoples had a better memory, because we regard
memory as an inferior faculty, whereas telepathy, if accepted, would
appear to be “higher.” But if consciousness is evolving from collective
to individual, then of course telepathy would be most appropriate to
the earlier, collective stage. And also, the evolution of consciousness
may well spiral so that, for example, telepathy might return as a
willed capacity that individuals might switch on and off rather than,
as previously, an unconscious, involuntary bond to which no alterna-
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debate, which concerns whether schools should identify and teach
to everyone certain key ideas, values, and works deemed to char-
acterize the culture in which the education is to occur. Immediately
one wonders how a culture is defined for this purpose. Most states
have required their students to take courses in the history and
culture of their state or region, and most U.S. schools have required
courses in American history and American literature, often leaving
ancient or European history, or British or European literature, as
options, though sometimes the course in the larger culture may be
required as well.

Advocates of Great Books have in mind a coverage or sampling
of “Western” culture, alleged to have begun with the Greeks but
allowing that Christianity had roots in Judaism. To designate those
classics that culturally literate students ought to have read, educa-
tors often refer to them, by analogy with holy writ, as the “canon”
(other books being presumably apocryphal). Of course actually “cov-
ering” a culture so defined necessitates students’reading a great deal
in translation and instructors’ surveying for students a vast amount
that their charges could not be expected to read for themselves. So
besides the partialities built into the culture itself, we must take into
account the endless possibilities for misrepresentation that inhere in
all this purveying of three millenia of culture, at each stage of which
the inheritors are selecting, translating, and summarizing according
to their bents and lights. Characterizing a culture poses a profoundly
compounded problem in research, inasmuch as each generation of
researchers is somewhat at the mercy of all its predecessors as well
as of its own predilections.

Recent efforts to make “cultural literacy” a central curriculum
goal may well owe much to the threat posed to national and cultural
identity during the last twenty years by the self-assertion of old
minorities like blacks and Hispanics and by new immigrations of
Southeast Asians, Central and South Americans, West Indians, and
Middle-Easterners. But the threat to identity comes from without as
well as from within. Commerce, finance, politics, and ecological
safety are rapidly becoming internationalized. The interdependence
among countries is creating so sensitive and intricate a fabric that
the very viability and validity of nations is coming into question, and
the need for planetary regulation and cooperation is coming to the
fore, pioneered by the European Community. At the same time, the
United States has been losing the supreme position it enjoyed follow-
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It is true, as one can see for oneself, that many if not most of the
great scholars of the last century, on whose work we often rely, were
startlingly chauvinistic. In the Introduction to his 1882 translation
of the Chinese classic The I Ching: Book of Changes, James Legge’s
irritation with his subject erupts more than once. He makes invidi-
ous comparisons with Western texts, calls the hexagrams themselves
a “farrago” (p. 25), and disparages the philosophy when it doesn’t
resemble Christian doctrine. This was the standard translation until
Richard Wilhelm’s in 1950, published by Princeton’s Bollingen Foun-
dation and introduced by Jung.

But consider a far more recent work, also much relied on, Mon-
tague Rhodes James’ The Apocryphal New Testament, put out in 1924
by Oxford University. In his preface James cheerfully explains that
a main reason for making the texts available is to show how they
deserved to be excluded from the Bible. He then gives as reasons for
his excluding Gnostic texts even from his Apocrypha that Gnostics
were not “normal or Catholic Christians” (p. xvii); that the texts,
which he named, were unavailable (though he deemed it his job to
translate and make scores of other texts available); and that they
were not readable or made little sense. Thus this twentieth century
scholar carried on the censorship of the Gnostic literature that
Irenaeus and other church fathers had initiated so successfully in
the second century that Gnostics rarely spoke for themselves until
the accidental discovery in 1945 of the Gnostic Gospels at Nag
Hammadi in Upper Egypt, buried there in the fourth century to
escape Roman Christian scourging.

In The Sufis and other works, scholar Idries Shah has pointed
out how much more some sources of Western literature and other
culture lie in Arabic civilization than most Americans and Europeans
realize. He refers not just to known works such as A Thousand and
One Nighis, which provided the concept of a frame story for a collec-
tion of stories, borrowed by Boccaccio for The Decameron and from
Boccaccio by Chaucer for The Canterbury Tales, and traced by its
most popular translator Sir Richard Francis Burton back to Indian
“parrot stories,” in which a series of stories is told within the frame
of a larger story. Nor does he refer merely to the Sufi allegory “The
Rubaiyat of Omar Khayam”—which Edward Fitzgerald fashioned
into a classic of wine, women, and song—but also to the troubadour
and Grail literature of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, medieval















































