PAGE  
16

Paper Submission:

Deweyan Self-Knowledge and Genuine Education


In this paper, I aim to articulate a Deweyan conception of self-knowledge in order to show that the development of such knowledge is essential to genuine education, that is, to education that permits and enables us to achieve the kind of freedom that is necessary if we are to fulfil ourselves as human beings.  In Section 1, I highlight some of the characteristics of this Deweyan conception of self-knowledge.  In Section 2, I draw on R. D. Laing's notion of "ontological insecurity" to clarify and to justify taking seriously the notion of self-knowledge as development.  In Section 3, I consider the educational import of Deweyan self-knowledge.  The upshot is that our becoming well-functioning mature adults is crucially dependent upon our receiving support from others.


In Chapter 8 of Democracy and Education, John Dewey writes that a person "is stupid or blind or unintelligent—lacking in mind—just in the degree in which in any activity he [or she] does not know what he [or she] is about, namely, the probable consequences of his [or her] acts."
  This is essentially a claim about self-knowledge,
 because a person's failure to know what he or she is about is a failure to know something about him- or herself, namely, "the probable consequences of his [or her] acts."
  This strikes me as a valuable conception of self-knowledge because it orients our thinking away from isolated selves and impervious worlds and toward the relationships among our selves and our worlds.  If we allow such a conception of self-knowledge to become embodied in our educational practices, we shall find a positive correlation between the degree of self-knowledge we develop and the degree to which we are able to control ourselves and our situations.  We may then find, in turn, that the more our self-knowledge develops, the less we suffer due to our inability to control ourselves and our situations.


In this paper, I aim to articulate a Deweyan conception of self-knowledge in order to show that the development of such knowledge is essential to genuine education, that is, to education that permits and enables us to achieve the kind of freedom that is necessary if we are to fulfil ourselves as human beings.  The kind of freedom I have in mind is that about which Dewey speaks in Experience and Education when he says that "freedom from restriction, the negative side, is to be prized only as a means to a freedom which is power: power to frame purposes, to judge wisely, to evaluate desires by the consequences which will result from acting upon them; power to select and order means to carry chosen ends into operation."
  This is also the kind of freedom about which Dewey speaks in Liberalism and Social Action when he writes that "the ends of liberalism are liberty and the opportunity of individuals to secure full realization of their potentialities."
  In Section 1, I highlight some of the characteristics of this Deweyan conception of self-knowledge.  In Section 2, I draw on R. D. Laing's notion of "ontological insecurity" to clarify and to justify taking seriously the notion of self-knowledge as development.  In Section 3, I consider the educational import of Deweyan self-knowledge.  The upshot is that our becoming well-functioning mature adults is crucially dependent upon our receiving support from others.

1. A Deweyan Conception of Self-Knowledge

The first point about Deweyan self-knowledge worth emphasizing is that Dewey's identification of "[knowing] what [one] is about" with knowing "the probable consequences of [one's] acts" does not constitute an especially high standard for self-knowledge.  One may, for example, be unaware that one is about to be run over by a car, but it may be that one knows that being run over by a car is an improbable consequence of the kind of activity in which one is engaged.  In that case, one would be unlucky or unfortunate, not "stupid or blind or unintelligent."  In a different kind of case, a child leaping from log to log across a log boom that is fastened to a river bank and floating on the water would be "stupid or blind or unintelligent" insofar as she did not know the probable consequences of her actions, namely, slipping between the logs, becoming trapped underneath them, and drowning.  While she might in fact traverse the logs safely, she would be lucky or fortunate, not intelligent.  Of course we need not blame her for her ignorance in this matter, because she might not yet have learned about the ways of log booms.  Instead of constituting an especially high standard for self-knowledge, Dewey's identification of "[knowing] what [one] is about" with knowing "the probable consequences of [one's] acts" constitutes a standard for self-knowledge whereby one's intelligence waxes and wanes in accordance with the variable familiarity or novelty of the situations one encounters as one makes one's way though one's life.  That is, for Dewey, intelligence is not something that a person either has or does not have; rather, it is something that one must develop and maintain.


The second point about Deweyan self-knowledge worth noting is that it is not the meagre knowledge that one exists that one gets from an enactment of Descartes' cogito argument, but rather robust knowledge of how one exists in the world.  When one enacts the cogito argument that Descartes presents in the first two of his Meditations on First Philosophy, one doubts not only what one seems to know with one's senses, but also what one seems to know by way of reason.
  It is impossible, however, for one to doubt that one exists, because one must exist in order to doubt.
  Moreover, in order to doubt, one must exist as "a thinking thing."
  Thus, the only certainty that one is able to acquire by way of the cogito argument is that each time one doubts (or does any other kind of thinking), one exists as a thinking thing.
  This minimal knowledge of oneself that is afforded by an enactment of Descartes' cogito argument, that is, knowledge of oneself as existing as a thinking thing during the time at which thinking occurs, is paltry compared to the knowledge of how one exists that is afforded by the Deweyan conception of self-knowledge now under consideration, which is knowledge of how one exists in the world.
  That this difference exists between this Deweyan conception of self-knowledge and a cogito-derived conception of self-knowledge is intimated by the fact that the acts referred to in the phrase "the probable consequences of [one's] acts" (to which Dewey equates "knowing what [one] is about") are performed in a world of people and things.  Thus, the world is implied in this Deweyan conception of self-knowledge.  In other words, Deweyan self-knowledge is inseparable from knowledge of other people and things, which makes it a much more substantial notion of self-knowledge than is presented in Descartes' cogito argument.


The third point about Deweyan self-knowledge worth highlighting is that, unlike a cogito-derived conception of self-knowledge, Deweyan self-knowledge cannot be had on the basis of a single action.  Instead, because one cannot know what "the probable consequences of [one's] acts" are without some combination of having performed similar acts in the past and having observed others perform similar acts in the past, Deweyan self-knowledge can only be had on the basis of many actions.  This means that hindsight, the ability to perceive how one's past actions and the past actions of others are connected to one's own and to others' present actions, forms an integral part of the process whereby one develops Deweyan self-knowledge.  It also means that knowledge of one's habits and of the habits of others constitutes part of the essential substance of Deweyan self-knowledge.


The fourth and final point about Deweyan self-knowledge worth discussing in the present context is that it takes two different forms.  One form consists of the kind of knowledge of oneself that one acquires as a result of occasional, explicit acts that one performs when one deliberately seeks to learn something about oneself.  One might seek to learn some detail about one's body, for example, how tall or how heavy one is.  One might seek to learn something about one's background, for example, who one's biological parents are or whether anything unusual happened to one during a span of life that one cannot remember.  Again, one might seek to learn something about the regular ways in which one acts in given situations, for example, whether there is a specific trigger that makes one angry or unable to speak in certain situations.  And again, one might seek to learn how one is regarded by another person or by a group of other people, for example, whether one is viewed as likeable, competent, unfriendly, ignorant, etc.  In all such cases, one takes oneself as an object of study, although seeking the answers that one needs or wants may lead one to study other people as well.
  The purpose for seeking out knowledge of oneself in this way is to "[add] to the meaning of experience"
 through "[increasing our] perception of the connections and continuities of the activities in which we are engaged."
  Our ability to acquire this form of knowledge is limited, because we can never know everything about ourselves, because "even in the most intelligent action, we do much which we do not mean, because the largest portion of the connections of the act we consciously intend are not perceived or anticipated."
  Nevertheless, such knowledge of oneself—knowledge that one has of the connections that one "consciously [intends]" when one acts and knowledge that one gains from "[noting] results which [one] had not noted before"
 when one acts—remains crucial to one's ability to act intelligently.


In those cases where one's deliberate pursuit of knowledge about oneself is successful, the kind of self-knowledge that results differs significantly from the kind of self-knowledge that manifests itself as a background condition that is implicit in all of one's acts.  Instead of being knowledge that one acquires by explicitly taking oneself as an object of study on some particular occasion or other, background self-knowledge develops "behind the scenes," as it were, and lurks behind or beneath all of one's acts, including acts in which one takes oneself as an object of study.  Dewey suggests something about the nature of this lurking when, in Human Nature and Conduct, he writes that "[t]he scientific man and the philosopher like the carpenter, the physician and politician know with their habits not with their 'consciousness.'  The latter is eventual, not a source."
  Although Dewey is here distinguishing between two different ways of knowing that have to do with "confronting . . . things,"
 his point is analogous to the distinction between two different ways of knowing one's self that is currently under consideration, because one's self is among the many things that one may confront.  This is not to say that one's self is a thing in the same way that the other things that one confronts are things, nor is it to say that one confronts one's self with results similar to those that occur when one confronts other things.  It is, rather, to call attention to an ambiguity in the way we may relate to ourselves epistemically.  When we conceive of self-knowledge as acquisition, we relate to ourselves as objects.  When we conceive of self-knowledge as development, we relate to ourselves as subjects of experience.
  We may gain a better understanding of the import of this distinction by considering R. D. Laing's notion of "ontological insecurity."

2. "Ontological Insecurity"

In his book, The Divided Self: An Existential Study in Sanity and Madness, Laing distinguishes two basic starting points, or "basic existential settings,"
 from which one projects oneself into the world and from which one orients oneself within the world.  These two basic starting points differ significantly from each other both in their characters and in how they affect the way in which one "experience[s] [one's] relatedness to other persons and the world."
  Laing refers to one starting point as "primary ontological security," while he refers to the other as "primary ontological insecurity."
  In each case what is denoted is one's sense of security or insecurity with respect to the state of one's being.
  A person who operates from a starting point of "primary ontological security" is one who "[has] a sense of his presence in the world as a real, alive, whole, and, in a temporal sense, a continuous person.  As such, he can live out into the world and meet others: a world and others experienced as equally real, alive, whole, and continuous."
  By contrast, a person who operates from a starting point of "primary ontological insecurity" is one who

in the ordinary circumstances of living may feel more unreal than real; in a literal sense, more dead than alive; precariously differentiated from the rest of the world, so that his identity and autonomy are always in question.  He may lack the experience of his own temporal continuity.  He may not possess an over-riding sense of personal consistency or cohesiveness.  He may feel more insubstantial than substantial, and unable to assume that the stuff he is made of is genuine, good, valuable.  And he may feel his self as partially divorced from his body.

As these two descriptions suggest, "ontological security" and "ontological insecurity" constitute starting points whose characters differ radically from each other: "ontological security" is characterized by life, reality, wholeness, and continuity, whereas "ontological insecurity" is characterized by death, unreality, insubstantiality, a split between mind and body (as well as other splits), discontinuity, and questionable autonomy.


Corresponding to the radically different characters of "ontological security" and "ontological insecurity" are two radically different ways of "experienc[ing] [one's] relatedness to other persons and the world."
  "Ontological security" constitutes an "existential position" from which one can enter into and move through the world confidently.  Such confidence provides the ontologically secure person with the psychological peace needed to "encounter all the hazards of life, social, ethical, spiritual, [and] biological"
 as efficiently and as effectively as possible.
  Moreover, as Laing claims, "in the individual whose own being is secure in this primary experiential sense, relatedness with others is potentially gratifying."
  Such is not the experience of the individual who is ontologically insecure.  As Laing claims, "the ontologically insecure person is preoccupied with preserving rather than gratifying himself: the ordinary circumstances of living threaten his low threshold of security."
  Furthermore, because both the ability to enter into and move through the world confidently and the psychological peace that such an ability affords are denied to the ontologically insecure person, such a person "encounter[s] all the hazards of life, social, ethical, spiritual, [and] biological"
 only with great difficulty, because he or she always does so while possessed by some form of debilitating anxiety.


As Laing's notion of "ontological insecurity" suggests, the quality of one's basic starting point for acting in the world has a tremendous impact on the way in which one exists in the world and, in particular, on the quality of one's mental health.  Laing gives many examples of some of the more pernicious forms of this impact.  As his case study of a 28-year-old man named "James" illustrates, starting from a position of "basic ontological insecurity" can, for example, leave one without a sense of ever having become a person.
  James, for example, describes his experience of his situation by saying that "'I am only a response to other people, I have no identity of my own.'"
  Another of Laing's patients, 18-year-old David, says while describing his relationship to his mother, who died when he was 10 years old, that "'I had simply been what she wanted.'"
  As Laing explains, people like James and David who are not able to achieve a sense of being a person must invent various techniques for living in the worlds in which they find themselves, techniques designed to preserve whatever precarious sense of themselves they do have.
  Among these techniques are depersonalization, which James employs when he secretly pretends that he and the others with whom he interacts are things like corks and machines rather than persons, and the splitting of the self into a true, private self and a false, public self, which David employs when he conducts himself as an actor who, always playing one role or another when he interacts with others, must never reveal his own thoughts and feelings to his audience.
  While the details of these particular defensive techniques are not of interest in the present context, it is worth noting that, like the other defensive techniques that Laing discusses, depersonalization and the splitting of the self in various ways are self-undermining.  That is, while such techniques are initially successful at alleviating the anxiety of the person who employs them, these very techniques eventually prevent the person from developing and maintaining the healthy interpersonal relationships that are necessary for developing and maintaining a healthy sense of self, which is crucial for cultivating and maintaining one's mental health.


As Laing's notion of "ontological insecurity" also suggests, the quality of one's basic starting point for acting in the world is determined in part by the other people with whom one interacts.  If the others in one's world are neither willing nor able to engage with one in ways that lead one to develop a sense of oneself as a person, then one cannot develop a sense of oneself as a person.  This is especially true when the others in question are members of the family in which one is raised, because these are the people with whom one has one's first intersubjective experiences and, thus, the people from whom one begins to learn about oneself in relationship to others.

3. Self-Knowledge and Education

In light of Laing's analysis of "ontological insecurity," we can see that self-knowledge is critical in the formation of personhood, for what is at stake in self-knowledge is not what one who is an already well-defined person happens to know or not know about oneself, but whether one is even a well-defined person in the first place.  As Laing shows us, if one is to be a well-functioning mature adult, one must have a sense that one is a well-functioning mature adult, that is, a sense of "ontological security."  Since one is not born with such a sense of oneself, and since one is dependent upon the co-operation of others for the development of such a sense of oneself, the kind of education that one receives is crucial to one's personal development.  Let us now consider some of the educational import of relating to ourselves as subjects of experience.


First, looking at what it is like to experience oneself in a world of people and things that are related to oneself and to each other in complex ways, we see that the quality of this experience affects the quality of all other experiences in a way that can either contribute to or interfere with one's ability to engage meaningfully with the people and things in one's environment.
  Considering this observation in terms of the technical definition of education that Dewey provides in Democracy and Education, we can see that when the quality of one's experience of oneself contributes to one's ability to engage meaningfully with the people and things in one's environment, the result is genuinely educative because one can undertake "that reconstruction or reorganization of experience which adds to the meaning of experience, and which increases ability to direct the course of subsequent experience."
  When one reconstructs one's experience well, the result is empowering, and one can grow in ways that permit further growth.  On the contrary, when the quality of one's experience of oneself interferes with one's ability to engage meaningfully with the people and things in one's environment, the result is mis-educative because one cannot undertake "that reconstruction or reorganization of experience which adds to the meaning of experience, and which increases ability to direct the course of subsequent experience."
  When one reconstructs one's experience badly, or when one is not able to reconstruct one's experience at all, the result is disempowering, and one's possibilities for further growth are diminished.


Second, we see that there is no guarantee that, over the course of everyday living, one will develop the kind of sense of oneself that will contribute to rather than interfere with one's ability to engage meaningfully with the people and things in one's environment.  This means that, unless we work at instituting a system for developing the kind of knowledge that permits one to have a sense of oneself as a person, we leave it entirely up to chance whether people cope with the challenges of living from a position of ontological security rather than from one of ontological insecurity.  And, leaving the matter of the development of self-knowledge up to chance, we likewise leave it up to chance whether those people who do happen to develop a sense of themselves as persons are able to maintain that sense of themselves in the face of difficulties that they might encounter as they make their way through the world.  However, since those who do not have a sense of themselves as persons suffer in ways that those who have a sense of themselves as persons do not, the matter of whether one develops a sense of oneself as a person is not one that ought to be left entirely up to chance.  Thus, we would do well to ensure that our educational practices promote the development of self-knowledge of the Deweyan variety that has been considered in this paper.  Doing so would contribute to the growth not only of individuals, but also of the societies in which those individuals live.
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� I gratefully acknowledge [deleted for blind review].


� MW9: 110.


� There are not many explicit references to "self-knowledge" or "knowledge of self" in Dewey's works.  A search of the electronic edition of the 37-volume set of The Collected Works of John Dewey reveals only 16 occurrences of these two expressions, none of which occur in either of the two primary texts on education considered in the present study, namely, Democracy and Education and Experience and Education.  Despite the relatively little attention that Dewey seems to give to the notion of self-knowledge, however, it is nevertheless important to consider his conception of self-knowledge because, for Dewey, there is a "reciprocal necessity of knowledge of self in understanding another—be he child or man—and of another in understanding the self." (MW3: 303)


� Compare William James' remark regarding how "[psychology] makes us . . . more clear as to what we are about." (Talks to Teachers, 4)  Compare also Wilfrid Sellars' claim in "Philosophy and the Scientific Image of Man" that "[t]o achieve success in philosophy would be . . . to 'know one's way around' with respect to all these things . . . in that reflective way which means that no intellectual holds are barred." (1)  And again, compare John Burbidge on Hegel: "these agents of change 'do not really know what they are doing . . . they do not anticipate what actually results.  For the events that emerge extend far beyond the limited intention contained in the original passionate act'." (Hegel’s Systematic Contingency, 3)


� LW13:41.


� LW11: 38


� Descartes, Meditations, 60-62.


� Ibid., 64-65.


� Ibid., 65.


� Ibid.  It is not until later in the Meditations that Descartes attempts to establish any further knowledge about himself and the world around him.


� Compare Dewey's claim in Experience and Education that "individuals live in a world," that is, "they live in a series of situations." (LW13: 25)


� To be clear, the claim here is not that Descartes is satisfied with the mere knowledge that he exists, for in the Meditations, Descartes goes on to try to establish further knowledge about himself and the world around him.  Moreover, the truth of the claim here would not be undermined by an argument to the effect that if one were to read other works by Descartes, one would see that he does in fact have a richer conception of self-knowledge than what is presented in the first two Meditations, because the illustrative contrast at hand is between Dewey's conception of self-knowledge and the conception of self-knowledge that one gets if one enacts the cogito argument that is found in the first two of Descartes' Meditations.  Indeed, for the purpose of clarifying Dewey's conception of self-knowledge, it does not even matter if Descartes himself ever held the view of self-knowledge that grows out of the cogito argument, for Dewey's conception of self-knowledge still differs from the conception of self-knowledge described here.  For an argument that Descartes holds a richer view of self-knowledge than is found in the cogito argument, see Annette Baier's "Cartesian Persons."


� A broad understanding of the notion of habit is at the heart of Dewey's theory of educative growth.  A more comprehensive study of Deweyan self-knowledge would investigate the relationship among self-knowledge, habits, and education.


� Compare R. D. Laing's discussion of self-consciousness in Chapter 7 of Divided Self, 106-119.


� MW9: 82.


� MW9: 82-83.


� MW9: 84.  Dewey expresses this same point in Art as Experience when he says that "[n]o one ever arrives at such maturity that he [or she] perceives all the connections that are involved [in the relations between actions and their consequences]." (LW10: 51)  Compare some of the remarks that Evan Thompson makes in Mind in Life in the context of explaining the "embodied dynamicist" approach to studying the mind in cognitive science: "as an empirical matter, the scope and limits of awareness of one's own psychological and somatic processes have yet to be clearly mapped and undoubtedly vary across subjects" (12) and "the key point still stands that most of what we are as psychological and biological beings is in some sense unconscious." (12)


� MW9: 84.


� MW14: 128.


� MW14: 128.


� Compare Dewey's claim in the 1925 edition of Chapter 1 of Experience and Nature that "[r]espect for experience is respect for its possibilities in thought and knowledge as well as an enforced attention to its joys and sorrows.  Intellectual piety toward experience is a precondition of the direction of life and of tolerant and generous cooperation among men.  Respect for the things of experience alone brings with it such a respect for others, the centres of experience, as is free from patronage, domination and the will to impose." (LW1: 392)


� Laing, Divided Self, 39.  "Ontological insecurity" is the title of Chapter 3 of Laing's Divided Self.


� Laing, The Divided Self, 67.


� Ibid.


� Ibid., 39.


� Ibid.


� Ibid.


� Ibid., 42.


� Compare Laing's discussion of the "illusion of omnipotence and freedom" possessed by the false self or false self system (ibid., 84-90) and Dewey's discussion of the "illusion of freedom" that may result from "the mere removal of external control" from an individual (LW13: 41-42).  Compare also Jean-Paul Sartre's claim that "the Third World . . . still contains subjected peoples, some of whom have acquired a false independence." (Preface to Wretched of the Earth, xlvi)


� Laing, Divided Self, 67.


� Ibid., 39.


� See Laing's claim that "there is no position of peace" for the self-conscious individual. (Ibid., 113.)


� Ibid., 42.


� Ibid.


� Ibid., 39.


� Laing begins to discuss "three forms of anxiety encountered by the ontologically insecure person: engulfment, implosion, petrification" on p. 43 of Divided Self.


� See Laing's description of James' situation on pp. 47-49 of Divided Self.


� Ibid., 47.


� Ibid., 70.


� Ibid., 72.


� Ibid., 48-49 (for James' technique of depersonalization); ibid., 71-72 (for David's technique of splitting his self into a true self and a false self).


� Ibid., 137-139.


� Laing and his colleague Aaron Esterson examine the extent to which one's family influences one's mental health in their book, Sanity, Madness and the Family, which documents their study of the home lives of 11 young women who had been repeatedly hospitalized for schizophrenia.


� Compare Dewey's discussion in Chapter 3 of Experience and Education of the principle of continuity of experience and its relationship to growth.  In that discussion he says, for example, that "there is some kind of continuity in any case since every experience affects for better or worse the attitudes which help decide the quality of further experiences, by setting up certain preference and aversion, and making it easier or harder to act for this or that end." (LW13: 20)


� MW9: 82.


� MW9: 82.


� See Dewey's Experience and Education for a discussion of the distinction between educative and mis-educative experience. See in particular LW13: 11-12 and LW13: 20-21, for example.





