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	So you want to know how we know? 

Well, the picture to the left will help explain to you what I believe about how we know.  The central image is human perception (the eye) bounded on the left by the world of imagination (a painting) and on the right by the natural world (a photograph of mountains and sky). Technology (the wireless mouse and the old book) is a tool, a way of sharing knowledge, and a critical peripheral to knowing as are the other communication constructs of listening (the ear) and speaking (the Cheshire cat). The brain itself is both within the cube and looking beyond it because the brain is both the knower and the knowing, inseparable but separate. The brain—like this cube—is both a physical entity bound by physical laws and an interpreter, a learner, a connector that moves beyond itself to the viewer and world outside, represented by the open sixth side. To know, the brain must have interaction with the world and community beyond.  One side of the box has been left blank: Who knows what new discoveries brain research will uncover in the next centuries or what new technologies will transform our ways of knowing? 

Who knows how much closer we will come—in your lifetime—to being able to use all of our ways of knowing: our reason, imagination, senses, experience, and communities?   


Believe it or not, people in my day are split over what we can really know and how we can know it.  I think they are all wrong and all right. I am fortunate. I was trained as both a librarian and an English teacher.  This gives me a foot in both of the two camps that divide our ways of knowing in the 21st century. As a librarian—like our scientists—I see the value of categorizing and labeling as a way of exerting order on an overwhelmingly rich, complex, changing world. I see the value of shared systems of ordering and testing information.  As a librarian, I know that we are not organizing information in order to move toward some perfect, ideal library in the sky that will eventually hold every volume intended if we do our jobs right; we will never come to the end of new things to sort and categorize in our storehouse of material.  I also know that every once in a while we are going to have to make room for new things.  We will have old favorites that we refuse to give up; but other books will just fall apart, suddenly seem ridiculous, or never get checked out, so we will have to chuck them to make room for things we need and like better. Deciding what to keep and what to throw away will be a group decision because the library is something we all share.  Making these decisions can be traumatic but it has to be done so that we can continue having a place to learn and a way to find what we want to learn about.  Some people will argue that the only way to tell which to keep and which to get rid of is by counting the number of times the works are checked out; they will examine statistics to evaluate the probability of the work’s being useful again. Others will argue that the choice should be a more qualitative judgment based on whether the work is still significant or meaningful.  A good librarian knows that the decision will be based on both.  One way we have of knowing is by organizing and studying the world as we were trained to do in school, as objectively as possible, and adding our bit to the body of knowledge that is organized in places like libraries.  

The other group believes that important things are learned through creative interaction with art in all its forms and that knowing is so personal and varying that it can’t be organized and stored in such public places as libraries.  Folks like Cohen, Manion, and Morrison (2000), argue that subjects like human nature are so complex and hard to pin down that they can’t be studied, codified, and “learned” in the same way we would some natural phenomenon like mice or proteins (qtd. in Sullivan, 2005, p. 35).  These people suggest, like Sullivan (2005), that the important thing for some knowledge is not to know with certainty but to explore, form opinions, and argue about meaning, not because there is only one way or thing to know but because the trying to know is the real task. Popper (1968) says our experiences are colored by our beliefs (qtd. in Sullivan, p. 40), that our intuition and imagination influence how we can understand or know.  We can have thousands of volumes in a library, but what we actually learn from them is going to depend on our personal experience and the context, when and where we read, not just what we read.  As an English teacher I know this. I have had 30 students read the same text and find 30 different realities within its pages. There is no such animal as objective truth.  

To answer your question, I know things in lots of different ways, depending on the context and the topic.  I use all of the things you see in my picture.  How have things changed since my time?
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