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Essays 1 and 2

I reread Descartes over Christmas, and have been mulling on his correspondence ever sense—all of it really, but most frequently his correspondence because in it we see just what a fine line he was balancing on to avoid being snapped up by the Inquisition. I have read a fair amount of classical and medieval “science” and appreciate how radical Descartes’s notions about knowing really are.  After centuries of blind acceptance of the scholastic tradition gave us anti-feminist material like Malleus Maleficarum, The Misery of the Human Condition, and the sort of filth that compared women’s bodies to sewers, it is totally refreshing to read someone who looks at what we have come to call the scientific method rather than “authority.”  When he states that we have four ways of knowing—through the intellect, memory, senses, and imagination—and not through performing syllogisms and glosses of other’s writing, he is saying something very radical and new.  For the in-class reflection we did January 25 on our ways of knowing, I stated that I know that self-regulation and visual language are becoming increasingly critical to learning. Descartes is right: I can know this because of my senses, memory, intellect, and imagination.  I have personal experience as a teacher and as a learner that informs me of the reality of that knowledge and allows me to make predictions.  His wariness about publishing and constant reminders of his orthodoxy also serve as warnings to us of our willingness to fall in with what is popular in pedagogy or methodology without recourse to the teachings of our senses. 

I have become more aware of not only ways of knowing but people’s attitudes about others’ ways of knowing since I began team teaching with math, science, and social studies teachers who all have notions about how English teachers perceive reality.  I have become more aware that there are definite gender and culture issues about epistemology.  The Hofer and Pintrich (1997) article is too long and complex to absorb at one reading and produce meaningful commentary; however, I do believe that Belenky et al. are right that there are ways of knowing and processing learning and behaving within learning communities that are largely gender-specific, but there are many other constructs that affect ways of knowing.  Within gender issues, age and experience have a huge effect as does the training we receive within specific disciplines.  My colleagues had this bizarre notion that English teachers are trained to be—or pop out at birth as—“artsy craftsy” airheads who couldn’t see a pattern or organize material if their lives depended on it. I’m not sure what they think literary analysis is or what we do with all of the training we get in research methods and in teaching students how to produce an argument, but they have no real notion about how most English majors know anything.   We are more likely to be open-minded since we have training in literary criticism from many perspectives, but we also have training in how to spot bull.  Being a middle-aged woman has also given me a different spin than I had at 30 or even 40; I share more commonalities with a middle-aged female science teacher on my team than with other English majors.  According to Hofer and Pintrich (1997) Perry would argue that “how college students made meaning of their educational experience was not a reflection or personality but an evolving developmental process” (p. 91); I would extend that: for our entire lives, we continue to change the ways we make meaning as we ourselves change—and we do continue to change. 

I always prefer a scientific approach.  That does not mean that human intuition and emotions cannot and should not color the learning or whatever is going on, but you can’t beat a clear head that relies on evidence gathered by a person trained to observe as objectively as possible, to use relevant memory, and to engage the imagination and intellect as necessary. Belenky et al.’s description of women as seeing truth as “an intuitive reaction, personally experienced” (p. 95) rather than something to be wrested from others rings true for me.  Most of the women I know use a combination of separate and connected knowing to arrive at truth; women are both objective and inclined to believe that “’truth emerges through care’” (p. 96).  As we learn more about the biological cognitive processes, we find that making connections—as women are prone to do—is a very effective way of knowing and remembering.  Women’s tendency to transform anything into the personal is another biological benefit that gives us an edge over men.  As technology becomes more and more a part of our lives, I would expect women to continue to develop more advantages. I have always been relieved that I was born a woman instead of a man, and the older I get the happier I become about this biological accident that has made my ways of knowing different from men’s. 

