Out of the Garden of Eden,

with Jerome Bruner

JOHN G. BOSWELL

“] got up early this morning to get my
baking done before any battle would be-
gin. I had just put my bread in the pans
when the cannons began to fire, and true
enough, the fighting had begun in
earnest.” With these words, Sallie Rob-
bins Broadhead of Gettysburg, Pennsyl-
vania, began her diary for July 1, 1863.
Thus it is with most of mankind; we go
about our daily concerns while we are be-
ing fought over. For the most part we are
as removed from the direction of the bat-
tles as Mrs. Broadhead was from the high-
er purposes of the generals on that warm
summer morning so long ago.

That there is a verbal, and sometimes
even ideological, struggle going on in the
field of education is not news. We have
become accustomed to knights in shining
armor dashing through the pages of jour-
nals with some new version of “‘Excelsior”’
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emblazoned on their standards. We are
familiar, too, with the crunch of educa-
tional heavy infantry, battalions of grad-
uate students, as they grind through some
tome at the direction of their professor.
Most of us have become mentally dead-
ened to attempts to encapsulate a truism
in attractive or shocking new jargon or to
prove it by statistical gymnastics.

Occasionally, however, someone comes
along who raises a hope that here, indeed,
may be something worth listening to.
Such a man is Jerome Bruner, professor of
psychology at Harvard University, direc-
tor of the Center for Cognitive Studies,
past president of the American Psycho-
logical Association. Dr. Bruner is working
toward the development of a theory of
learning. He proposes no final solutions,
claims no final answers, and raises a lot
of questions. Yet, his work does have di-
rection, although this direction is not ob-
vious unless his writing is carefully
considered.

Dr. Bruner, like most intelligent think-
ers, proceeds from some basic assump-
tions, and herein lies the key to the
ultimate direction of his work. In this par-
ticular case, his assumptions concern the
human mind and its development. This is
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a fascinating topic, which has drawn in-
creasing attention in this century; each
new archaeological find is greeted with
loud outcries from all sides, and the skull
of the fossil is promptly measured to de-
termine probable brain size. Biologists,
using their knowledge, assist in the proc-
ess of making positive assertions about
the evolution of man through his mental
development. Dr. Bruner, using a variety
of authorities for his sources, states mat-
ter of factly:

The first primitive primates appeared five
million years ago and man reached his pres-
ent morphology and brain size about half
a million years ago—with the major devel-
opment of higher hominid to tool-user oc-
cupying probably less than half a million
of the years between.?

Further:

Man'’s use of mind is dependent upon his
ability to develop and use ““tools” or “in-
struments” or “‘technologies” that make it
possible for him to express and amplify his
powers. . .. It was consequent upon the de-
velopment of bipedalism and the use of
spontaneous pebble tools that man’s brain

and particularly his cortex developed.?

Again:

We move, perceive, and think in a fashion
that depends on techniques rather than on
wired-in arrangements in our nervous sys-
tem.*

It takes a very positive man to say in
effect that the brain is a muscle which has

2. Bruner, Jerome S. Toward a Theory of In-
struction. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1966. p. 25.

3. Ibid., p. 24.

4. Bruner, Jerome S., and others. Studies in

Cognitive Growth: A Collaboration at the Center
for Cognitive Studies. New York: Wiley, 1966.

p- 56.

been developed in a struggle for survival.
The question is, Does the evidence justify
building a theory of learning on this
premise? In the first place, his use of the
word “man” is most loose and must in-
clude fossils that can be described as man-
like only with great charity. The fact is
that the type of immediate concern to us
is Homo sapiens, who appeared on the
scene some fifty to one hundred thousand
years ago. The skull arrangement of
Homo sapiens differs considerably from
that of any other man type; this suggests
that the neural arrangements in his brain
are unique. In addition, there is no agree-
ment as to how Homo sapiens appeared.
So far, our evidence does not link him to
any type of man who existed when we
think he first appeared.

The second question to be raised about
the Bruner line of logic has to do with the
development of man’s brain by tool mak-
ing. To be sure, Bruner amplifies this by
the use of a variety of terms such as “tech-
niques’”” and ““technologies.” Regardless of
the terminology, however, this theory pro-
ceeds from the finding of stones and bones
in the same spot. The assumption is that
man used those stones as tools, and as the
stones became more recognizable as tools,
that he made the tools. At the same
time, the bones also appeared to move in
the direction of modern man. Therefore,
what could be more logical than to deduce
that man became what he is today be-
cause of the mental effort to develop an
ever higher level of tools?

To illustrate such a line of reasoning,
let us assume that, as our Gettysburg
friend, Mrs. Broadhead, closed her oven
door, a Union artillery piece wheeled into
her yard, unlimbered behind a stone wall,
and commenced to fire upon the Confed-
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erates. The Confederates, however, gained
temporary artillery ascendency and began
to shell the Broadhead homestead heavily.
All the gunners ran away, except one who
ran into the house for safety. This proved
to be his misfortune, since the house
burned down and he was trapped by the
stove. Mrs. Broadhead lost her head com-
pletely and ran out into the yard, where
she was cut down by a shell burst and fell
across the barrel of the now disabled
Union gun. Somehow this scene was bur-
ied and several thousand years later dis-
covered by a team of archaeologists. What
would this find tell them about July 1,
1863, or about our culture? Since it would
be impractical to dig over the entire battle-
field at Gettysburg, the battle would be re-
duced to this one fort. What marvelous
web could be spun from finding the bones
of a middle-aged female lying across a
cannon barre], both of which showed the
effects of someone else’s cannon fire? Even
more remarkable would be the discovery
of the bones of a young male by a rusting
oven that still contained the charred re-
mains of bread. If this little flight into
fancy stretches the imagination, the draw-
ings and accompanying text in the popular
magazines of this future era would posi-
tively boggle it!

To put this question into another con-
text, if all that were known about Shake-
speare were what could be gleaned from
his bones, what would his discoverers
have?

In short, the only evidence available for
this or any other theory of human de-
velopment is the finding of fossils and the
artifacts associated with them. Various
tests are made to determine their age, and
from there on, all else is conjecture. To be
sure, conjecture or logical deduction can-
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not be dismissed. In the hands of experts,
conjecture is a valuable tool, but only
when the experts have sufficient informa-
tion to make their great leap into the
unknown. At the present time, archaeo-
logical evidence is so scanty that any
reputable theory for the evolution of man
cannot be developed. The fact of evo-
lutionary development is not a question;
the question is how the process works.

The Bruner line of logic does not de-
pend, however, on archaeology alone, for
he is sufficiently broad-minded to bring
in contemporary science. He cites the
British biologist, Peter Medawar, as say-
ing that during the last half million years
#... human culture became sufficiently
elaborated for evolution to become
Lamarckian and reversible rather than
Darwinian and irreversible.””®

Perhaps it would not be out of order at
this point to insert a word of explanation
of these two concepts for readers who may
not be momentarily conversant with
them. The Chevalier de Lamarck de-
veloped a theory of evolution which says
that the need creates the organ, or the en-
vironment determines the shape of the
living thing. If the need changes, then the
organ changes or atrophies. According to
Lamarck, acquired characteristics are in-
herited. Darwinian evolution, on the oth-
er hand, depends on mutations in the genes
which occur through a process not com-
pletely understood.® The intellectual dis-
tance between these two ideas is obvious,
and it was a stroke of extremely good for-
tune that a biologist was found who
could, with authority, link them together.

5. Toward a Theory of Instruction, op. cit., p.
25.

56. Missenard, André. In Search of Man.

(Translated by L. G. Blochman.) New York: Haw-
thorne Books, 1957. pp. 53-58.
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It is to be hoped that the general failure to
prove Lamarckian evolution through sci-
entific experiments will not deter either
Medawar or Bruner in their search for the
truth as they want it.

Dr. Bruner continues his elaboration of
reversible evolution by following his
Medawar citation with “. . . what is trans-
mitted by the culture is indeed a pool of
acquired characteristics, a pool that can
get lost just as as surely as the Easter
Islanders, the Incas, and the Mayans lost
whatever skills made it possible for them
to leave such splendid ruins to disabled
descendants whose genes were probably
not one whit changed.”” It would appear
that Dr. Bruner is coming to grips with
the evolutionary changes that have taken
place in these unfortunate people he has
chosen as examples, through his descrip-
tion of them as ““disabled descendants.”
With this statement, he makes transmis-
sion of the culture the agent for the
physical evolution of man. I know of no
evidence, however, that identifies the or-
ganic disabilities suffered by these pres-
ent-day peoples when compared with
their ancestors, and Dr. Bruner does not
further enlighten us on the subject.

Speaking for the Mayans and the Incas,
both were struck by an alien culture and
militarily overrun; to this day they have
neither recovered nor been fully inte-
grated into that culture. Although it is
true that the Mayans were in difficulty
before the Spaniards arrived, the con-
trolling culture since the 1500’s has been
European. Is it not logical to assume that
energies once directed to building a cul-
ture have had to be turned to preserving
it—a difficult operation since the Span-

7. Toward a Theory of Instruction, loc. cit.

iards were for some time addicted to the re-
moval of energetic native leaders by force?
Considerable evidence of past culture is
still found among present-day Inca,
Maya, and Aztec descendants. If, how-
ever, Bruner is right, have the brains of
these people atrophied? Put another way,
Are they currently unintelligent? Certain-
ly the destruction of the Indian civiliza-
tions in Latin America and its consequent
effect upon later descendants is too com-
plex to be condensed into a simple loss of
skills which shows that man can degener-
ate as well as progress. More succinctly, Is
the present-day Inca less human than
Jerome Bruner?

From the foregoing discussion, it would
seem that one way to summarize Bruner’s
position would be to say that man created
technology and was also created by tech-
nology. The implementation of his point
of view may be seen in a course that he
had a hand in developing at Education
Services Incorporated, a private organiza-
tion which has recently been merged with
a federally supported regional research
laboratory. He has this to say about the
direction of the course:

In pursuit of our questions we proceed to
explore five subjects, each closely associated
with the evolution of man as a species, each
defining at once the distinctiveness of man
and his potentiality for further evolution.
The five great humanizing forces are tool
making, language, social drganization, the
management of man’s prolonged child-
hood, and man’s urge to explain his world.®

Four of these ‘“‘great humanizing
forces” are outside man, and the fifth con-
cerns his relation to his environment,

8. Toward a Theory of Instruction, op. cit., p.
75-
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which may also be considered outside
man. Each of these items deserves some
comment, and I would like to begin with
tool making by quoting a man somewhat
removed from our generation.

The wisdom of a learned man cometh by
opportunity of leisure: and he that hath
little business shall become wise.

How can he get wisdom that holdeth the
plough, and that glorieth in the goad, that
driveth oxen, and is occupied in their la-
bours, and whose talk is of bullocks?

He giveth his mind to make furrows;
and is diligent to give the kine fodder.

So every carpenter and workmaster, that
laboureth night and day: and they that cut
and grave seals, and are diligent to make
great variety, and give themselves to coun-
terfeit imagery, and watch to finish a
work:

The smith also sitting by the anvil, and
considering the iron work, the vapour of
the fire wasteth his flesh, and he fighteth
with the heat of the furnace: the noise of
the hammer and the anvil is ever in his ears,
and his eyes look still upon the pattern of
the thing that he maketh; he setteth his
mind to finish his work and watcheth to
polish it perfectly:

So doth the potter sitting at his work,
and turning the wheel about with his feet,
who is always carefully set at his work,
and maketh all his work by number;

He fashioneth the clay with his arm, and
boweth down his strength before his feet,
he applieth himself to lead it over, and he
is diligent to make clean the furnace:

All these trust to their hands: and every
one is wise in his work.

Without these cannot a city be inhabited:
and they shall not dwell where they will,
nor go up and down:

They shall not be sought for in publick
counsel, nor sit high in the congregation:
they shall not sit on the judges’ seat, nor
understand the sentence of judgment: they
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cannot declare justice and judgment: and
they shall not be found where parables are
spoken.

But they will maintain the state of the
world, and all their desire is in the work of

their craft.?

These words, written about two hun-
dred years before the birth of Christ, ex-
press the ideas of the time, that govern-
ment was for the few who had the means
to have leisure. Indeed, Christianity was
the major force which led to the break-
down of this exclusion of the working
man from the councils of government.
The point I wish to draw from this selec-
tion is, however, the one that the author
makes about wisdom. He indicates that
this term is the essence of civilization, or
culture, and that it comes about through
having time for reflection about matters
other than tool making. The major as-
pects of civilizations become music, the
use of language for expression, a concern
for moral judgments, a concern for the
end of human life. Our ancient author
may have misjudged the basis of civiliza-
tion, or man’s progress, but we have no
real evidence that he did. To pose another
question, After 2,000 years of tool inven-
tion, is Jerome Bruner any more human
than the Apostle Paul?

Bruner’s discussion of his next civiliz-
ing influence, language, emphasizes its
use for communication. Certainly, there
can be no question about this being a legit-
imate function of language, but is it a
factor in man’s evolution to higher
things? There is a variety of Protestant
translations of the Christian Bible to com-
municate the message of Christ to the
faithful; yet, the King James translation

9. The Apocrypha. Eccles., XXXVIII, 24-34.
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is incomparably richer in expression than
any subsequent Protestant translation.
Shakespeare’s plots have been used over
and over; yet, he remains the master.
Has not the use of language for expres-
sion of thought and emotion been more of
an influence for civilizing man than its
use for communication? Is it possible that
the richness and variety of human lan-
guage grow out of man’s concern for tool
making?

As for social organization, it is not
peculiar to Homo sapiens. All forms of
animal life are governed by some form of
social organization, so how can social
organization itself be considered particu-
larly humanizing? It would require quite
a feat of mental gymnastics to classify the
type of social organization the Nazis tried
to impose first on Germany, and then on
Europe, as being particularly humanizing.
Man’s mind has conceived of quite a few
such dehumanizing experiences since the
advent of recorded history, to the point
where man now has at his disposal the
means for his own total destruction. This
particular mechanical invention was a di-
rect outgrowth of the failure of social or-
ganization to deal with the human desire
to use force. It is hard to visualize either
war or “the Bomb” as civilizing influ-
ences on man.

The management of man’s prolonged
childhood appears to be another case of
misplaced emphasis. This management
can be either loving, or impersonal, or un-
caring, or cruel. Other animal species ex-
hibit similar traits. The thing that is pe-
culiar to Homo sapiens is the length of
his maturation period, during which he
develops the full use of his body, es-
pecially his brain. It is here that Bruner’s
thesis of the brain as a muscle that can be

developed almost at will comes into con-
flict with other theories of mental devel-
opment, most notably those of Jean
Piaget. Bruner has said that you can teach
anything in an intellectually honest way
to a child of any age if you go about it in
the right way, while Piaget has said that
we all go through certain stages in devel-
opment which probably cannot be accel-
erated to any useful extent. The disagree-
ment centers around moving and thinking
because of techniques or because of wired-
in arrangements in our nervous system.
Piaget and others offer evidence at least
as compelling for wired-in arrangements
as Bruner does for techniques. The man-
agement of childhood may be of secon-
dary importance to the fact of prolonged
childhood itself.

Man’s urge to explain his world is the
only one of Bruner’s “great humanizing
forces” that might come from within
man himself. He says in partial explana-
tion of this concept, “Our central concep-
tion is that men everywhere are humans,
however advanced or ‘primitive’ their
civilization.”?® Exactly how this squares
with Bruner’s present-day disabled Incas
is not clear. Further on he says, “The very
essence of being human lies in the use of
symbols. We do not know what the hier-
archy of primacy is among speech, song,
dance, and drawing, but, whichever came
first, as soon as it stood for something else
than the act itself, man was born. . . /1!
Again, we have the question, Was man
created by speech, song, dance, or draw-
ing, or did he create them? Or, did man
create culture; and, in turn, was he created
by it?

10. Toward a Theory of Instruction, op. cit.,
p. 87.
11. Ibid., p. 89.
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Man’s history shows me that his cen-
tral concern is for himself, for his life,
and for his death. His urge to explain his
world grows out of this. I contend,
and this contention is not original with
me, that man has reached his present state
of existence out of a struggle to find the
meaning of his life on this earth. What-
ever we have accomplished, it seems to
me, has come through the tremendous en-
ergy generated by the wired-in neural ar-
rangements of our brain. It is, for ex-
ample, possible that the development of
language required a far greater expendi-
ture of neural energy, or concentration of
mental effort, than anything we have
done since. This cannot be proved, but it
is at least open to speculation when com-
pared with our other achievements. Man's
continued development depends, in my
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view, on the utilization of energy already
inherent in man.

The implications of these two theories
for education, and for teacher education
in particular, are obvious. The latter view,
to which I adhere, dominates our educa-
tional scene in one form or another. The
Bruner view is a fresh attempt to displace
the older position with an agglomeration
of still developing ideas about evolution.
As people concerned with the education
of teachers, we must carefully consider
not only the words that would move us to
action, but even more carefully, the phi-
losophy behind the words. Although
Bruner’s influence on education cannot be
dismissed, neither can I dismiss a
nagging doubt that his basic premise is
dead wrong.

The school cannot tacitly disestablish the
community of which it is a part. We must de-
velop educational programs in community
schools. The community school will be more
than a place where children and adults are
taught basic academic skills. To penetrate the
cloak of indifference around some community
segments, the school must become the center
for recreation and leisure time activities, and
for the coordination of social services. The
school must provide a wide range of social
experiences, including counseling centers for
parents and children, evening study centers,
special tutoring facilities, after-school library
activities, teen-age leadership programs, art,
music, and drama workshops, sports activi-
ties, and so on.

—James Olsen

“Needed: A New Kind of School for the
Slums"”

Changing Education

Summer 1967

... We have to distinguish between two kinds
of inequality of educational opportunity. One
kind is based on differences of sex, race, na-
tionality, religion, social class, economic con-
dition, and the like; it constitutes ““discrimina-
tion,” and hence is reprehensible; and an
educational policy guided by the principle of
equality is obliged to eliminate it. The sec-
ond kind is based on differences of abilities,
merit, and talent; it is not reprehensible, and
its existence is compatible with the principle
of equality underlying an educational policy.
We may term this conception “the selective
meaning” of the concept “equality,” because
it selects certain criteria out of the totality of
possible ones for determining the range of
application of the concept to the phenomena
of experience.

—Aharon Fritz Kleinberger “Reflections on
Equality in Education”

Studies in Philosophy and Education
Summer 1967
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