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It Is a curious and 1ntr1gu1ng feature of Psychology that onderstandinq does not feature 
as a topic or name a class of events or even s1gn1fy a concept deservrnq of explanation 
1n a disciplme concerned with m1nrJ matters. We don t seem to mine! that understandinq 
matters and that In the same way tnat psycholoqv Is a reflexive discipline providing 
explanations frJr Hie minds that must explain mind so too does our understanding tum 
on itself and beg questioning The spaces between attention. perception. learrunq, 
.ntetliqence. thinking. language. problem solving and inforrnanon processing, provide 
convenient jornts for the carving of Cognitive Psychology into manageable pieces and 11 
is in the carving that understanding seems to disappear into these empty spaces More 
recently the, pieces have been put back together and combined with computer and brain 
sciences producing a new Coqrutrve Science for the new nullenruurn On the tlanks of 
this new hyp,,r.,r;1ence are lmqurst«.s cvotuuonary oioloqy/psycholoqv and robotics. 
and r1rJ1ng illong with the crew are the rnetaphysictans keeping the score. administering 
Turing tests. oernol.shmq the Theatre that Rr.:nr; built (and banishinq the phantom 
wrthm 1. and rJe·11s1ng thought ,,xper1m,;nts mvol 11ng brains in vats. bats. and Chinese 
rooms This ,1e1; Coqrutive Sr;1,,nr;e seems to stand In an awkward relation to 
Psr:h0IO'.JY apprr;pr1atIng 11½ r:r;CJr1It1v,, bits for itself while exposing itself tu counter­ 
r<:PJlut1,J'lc1ry furr,,:;s that wouk: rfa·In1,urporat,, t wnrun the larger whole that Is conveyed 
t,y the term P:;;cholog; Althouqh 1t may he convenient and politic within the academy 
for researchers to hive off ancl proclaim a nr-w terrarn or dorrunion to attract funds and 
prestige. the form of the new coqrutivc scrence seems to bear a strong resemblance to 
that of the old psycholoqy mauqurateo by the early pioneers such as Helmholtz. Wundt. 
James. Baldwin Pavlov and EtJtm11Jhaus to mention but a few. At its mceptron 
Psyr:hology consistoc of a heady hrew fermented out of physiology laboratories and 
ptulosophical anncha.r s Instead uf the boot-up ele,ctron1r; clig1tal machine that underp.ns 
our current pust-modern computation model of mmd the old PsycholoCJy was mould,,<! 
In the image of a wmd-up hydraul«. a11alorJul: rn.n.hine And in much the same way that 
the foun,j1ng f1c1ures tried to distil conscrousnoss (JUt of their machine (or pump out un­ 
consciousness 1. so too has consciousness been resurrected as a possible Jewel 1n the 
r'..:Igning cro .vn of Cocr11t11e Sr:1,,11u, It Is 1nte,est1ng that r;ontemporc1r1 cons1:1ousness 
researcriers su<;ri as Dennett i 1 '.J'd J anrl Fland'.-Jiln r 1 'J92 I refer all the w,1y hack tri 
Ja11es. anrJ that Luria anrJ \/y(JrJtsl<.y s W'_;rl< In Irie early part of the 20·· cr,ntury Is cIte,<1 
as providing examples of wr1at tod;iy Is called rJ1str1outed cognit1rm (Cldrk. 1SJ97 / 
Certain:1 Piaget s eprstemrr: sutw,ct thilt rJr,eratt;s with modular logical (cornputat1on;il I 



models seems a possible contender for the as vet unspecified subwct of C1)gn:t1·.e 
Science. 

Given that the history of Coqnitrve Science has still to he ':ontr1ved P1aqet and Vvgots~, 
seem likely candidates for the role of founding fatherc; both llrc1ng rela•1,ei, 
uncontaminated by Psychology s dark age of behav.ounsm that eclipsed the promise of 
their early contributions to the c.recnor of the burgeoning d.scplir e cf Ps:,cholri9y 
Referring to the changes that have taken place in the decades following the coqruti.« 
revolution, Bruner comments that in retrospect they emerged from two str1k1ngly 
divergent conceptions of how the mind works· ( 1997 1 L the computational view arrj 
what he calls culturalism. In a broad paradigmatic sense. Piaget and Vygotsky laid the 
foundations for these conceptions but it is important not to ignore the necessary 
requirement of a common point of origin or reference for a divergence to occur 
Although Piagets thinking was informed and shaped by evolution in the sense of 
biological adaptation 1 and Vygotsky's thinking influenced by the historical materialism 
of Marx, both theories were concerned with development and change and for both. ther 
conceptions of mind were grounded in action. In the case of Piaget the actions of tne 
epistemic subject run from the inside out whereas for Vygotsky the importance of ac:t1r:1 
was its direction from the outside in. But irrespective of the directionality the acuc is 
produced either as a result of our biological form or as a consequence of the form of 
mediated instruction. are the source and not the product of understanding or what they 
called "conscious awareness· 

All experience consists of happenings. whether of our own rnakinq through the actions 
we perform or through the actions of others or other things But not every action er 
happening necessarily constitutes an experience of which we are consciously aware 
Two qualities are given in and through experience. First. to experience a happening 1s 
to be aware of that happening. This state of awareness 1s often referred to as 
consciousness. To regain consciousness after being unconscious 1s to become aware 
or to attain a state of awareness In this sense. conscious is the opposite or 
complement of unconscious where the presence or absence of awareness deterrrnnes 
the state or condition of consciousness. Pinker ( 1997 134) points out that the word 
consciousness is ambiguous and /drawing on the work of Jackendoff ano Bloc+ I 
distinguishes three meanings: self-knowledge. access to information. anc1 sen'ience Qf 
these three meanings. he regzirds the first. self-knowledge as an everyday topic ·1 

cognitive science" and the second access to information, as a mere problem not a 
mystery" that will be solverl sooner rather than later. This mer1n1rig of consciousness is 
perhaps bettPr rr,sr>rved tor the word awareness and Pinker suqqests that 1nformat1on 
processmo 1n our nt-rvous svstorns fcills into two pools one of which 1s accPss1ble tr, 
awareness and one which 1s not The th.rd mcanmr}. sent1enn·, is the stumblinq tilod. 
the one that strikes us as a m.raculous product of evolution wh0r•: matter frnall:, c10ts 
transmogrified into mind This meaning of cnnsciousress describes ,1 qual1tv ,.,, 
experience in w1d1tion to that 1if awareness It 1s what w,, rnezw h sut,iec1,,e 
experience. first pr•rsnn pr,;sent tense. or the; way 1t foels or ic; t11 t)p 11,,, ·,•,h»n ,.,,,., Jrn 
accessing m il;ivp 1nfor111at1on 1 ti,, term q11a//a 1s usrc;ri tr, r:;ipturr, ir,:s ',cJc111t;Jti.c- 
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d1m1ons1011 of se,1tie11u, or to uc;l, Derrnctt s «xprcss.on. the ways thrngs seem to IJS 

( 199843) P111ker comments tnat Sra11t1enu, and access mav Ile two sides of a single 
,;rJ11l I 1997 1 ,I'.) 1 1nrJ this suuuesb tl1;it rHw f ac;e w,Juld reflect information or an 
awareness of ttimq.: and the other ,1uc1l1;i or way:; of seen uni; for which the word 
consciousness could be reserved 

To be conscious of an experience is to b,) aware of the "aboutness" of the experience. 
In other words, consciousness refers to that quality or property that experrence has of 
being about something Not only ilre wr: aware of something but our awareness is an 
awareness about something In this sense. consciousness is the intentional object of 
awareness Given this distinction. the relation between awareness and consciousness 
as constituents o! experience is analogous to that between the signifier and the signified 
as the constituents of a sign where the signifier 1s a kind of vehicle that does not 
transport itself but carries or holds an abuutness that is not about itself. On hearing a 
telephone ring. we do not have two experiences: one of a ringing sound and another of 
an active telephone Similarly. 111 the case of farrulrar word sounds, we seldom ever hear 
the sound of the word only the aboutness of the sound. In the case of an unfamiliar 
foreign language, the srtuation 1s reversed We experience sounds that are not about 
anything. In the same way that reasons, goals, and purposes represent the intentional 
aspect of actions. and without which actions are reduced to behaviours, consciousness 
is the .ntent.onal aspect of experience without which it reduces to awareness. The 
aboutness of the happenings we experience constitutes our understanding which 
concerns the siqn.ticance of our experiences rather than their transparent contents. 
Ortega ( 195 7 69-70) distinquishes between things that "are there" and things that "are 
to us and for us. and comments that the latter consist "in beinq indications, signals. for 
our conduct of our life. 111 mforrninq us that something with certain favourable or adverse 
ouautres that we must take into account 1s there ' This distinction between awareness 
and consciousness 1s irnphc.t 111 the compound term conscious awareness that seems to 
have lost currency but played a crucial tneoretical role in Vyqotskys thinkinq and, in 
particular, 111 his account (;.ind critique of Piaget) of the development of scientific 
concepts ( 1987 167-241 j The aboutness of experience, the taking into account of 
happenings or the ways of seerrnng that we experience, is what we mean by 
understanding 111 the reflexive sense of knowing that we know. 

In the above sense, consciousness does not describe a state of awareness but a 
condition of understanding. Io lack consciousness 1s to lack understanding 
Consciousness. or the aboutness of a happening that we experience, corresponds to 
the mtentron. purpose. or goal of an action we perform The disuncnon between action 
and behaviour usually is made 111 terms of intenuonality where the former implies 
reasons or purpose on the part of the actor and where the latter is detached from the 
actor's intentional state Whereas the analysis of behaviour excludes the reasons the 
actor has for producing actions the analysis of action includes the reasons or purpose 
of the action. Two people confronted with the same task (such as children at d1fff!wnt 
ages engaged 111 a Piaqetran conservation task) may respond differently by producing 
different actions ! answers) and providmq different reasons for their actions In this 
suuanor., the question arises why different people confronted with the same task have 

Tris idea s cf:en atu1bu'.erJ to t-Je1rJer1c,,c,r r; 'Ji-;2 05-122; rr: terms (J[ r11s d1st1nct1un lic,tw,,,,r 
·;e:..i-J-, -tc·r:ar c and ··;:,;rese'lt a: t-'c:H1'J 



different reasons for acting as they do Clearly we need to go behind tbe r=asons arr:: 
ask what are the conditions that generate the reasons that constitute the 1ntenti:_inal1t:, o1 

action? Of course. we may produce n"asons for reasons but this sc,t of meta-re;:isons 's 
soon exhausted What then stands behind or supports and grounds the intont.ona.rtv 
action? Reasons. purposes, and goals are grounded in understcJnc11nq t,her,, 
understanding is not the reason or purpose behind or attilched to an actior. but th= 
consequences of actions that happen to us If my reason for shutt,nq the door rs to 
prevent the warm air from my heater escaping from the room. I must understand that 
closing the door will help to retain the heat. The same understandmo rnav also orovice 
the ground for not closing the door for the reason that I do not want th,, roorr to :Jecorr,, 
too hot. But my understanding of the relation between the state of the c!oor and the i"P:J' 
of the room cannot be based 0'1 my reasons for action vis-;:i-·ps tl11c r1')or 1s thP~e 
presuppose the understanding upon which they rest. It is as a consecuerv.e of thP dow 
being opened or closed that my understanding of its relation to the heat 1n the room 1s 
possible, irrespective of the reasons for the door being opened or closed. or whether the 
actions performed on the door are performed by me or another person or are simply 
brought about by natural events such as a gust of wind or the tilt of the doortrame 
Viewed in this way, intentionality is a kind of understanding in action or a projection of 
"aboutness" that is mediated by reason or purpose where the latter provides the 
direction or course of action 

The distinction between awareness and consciousness ;inrJ thP relat,,~r '.;'::t,•110e.., 
experience ;ind understandinq can he 1llust'.ated by considorinq the t\\0 ,:,xtrr·rre erids r:t 
the spectrum of human experiences. despair and ecstasy Both these t'c'rm<; r:onvey a 
sense of qualitative and profound difference from other kinds of experiences that cluster 
around their respective poles: sadness and suffering on the one hand and happiness 
and pleasure on the other hand Peculiar to both conditions is that they are happenings 
that lack any drscerruble aboutness It is the absence of aboutness that dist1ngu1shes 
despair from pain or suffering and ecstasy from pleasure or enjoyment 1n both cases ,t 
is not merely an absence of aboutness that is critical but the loss of aboutr-es= 
consciousness. or understanding that seems to mark or single out these experiences as 
special. Both are experienced as powerful states of awareness whose intensity seems 
to derive from an eclipse of the consciousness that usually surrounds or encapsulates 
our raw awareness In these heightened states of awareness. corsc.ousnoss 1s not an 
empty gap waiting to be filled but scerr s to be overwhelmed hy happer mus :tiat impose 
themselves and in the process d1splilce our consciousness or und,,rstand1nq cf \',"at 
these happenings are about. We ;ire aware. even :ntensely so of someth111c: t'ap;1er,•,c 
but the happerunq is dPtact1Pd trorn ;my c11scern1ble meiln1ng :n thzit 1: lw,, c1 r1imPr,s,r r 
of aboutness an answer to the qtiPst1rm why'! If this dimension 1s restorPr1 l1owe ,c-r 
painful or pleasurahle the unr1r•rst3nd1n:J may bo then the cuahtv ,,t thr, P•1wr1011ce s 
transformed fr,1111 desp,w to suff,,r111q or sadness: from ecstasv tc, r,leasurf' 
s3tisfactio11 

The paralysis ,llld hclpl,,ssrwss wrJu,r,rJ tiv despair is ,,11111111;1\wf w!11•11 cr-•11sr <lJ" s 

rPcovereci ;1nd ;l'·NCHencss :H·r1u1rPs ;1 d1n1Pns1on r)f ;ibnutnr;ss Cn:1c;r_1c"u<.;p,H.;c; -1r'n·· i_ 

dispel thP misery that :1 q1ven rr,nd1t1on rn,1y prnvoke_ t,ut ur1rJPrst;rnrj,rv1 wti._ r, 
believing WP: tir)dPrst;1nd vvhv ·-..A.."~ ;-HP 1n ~(H"1P st;itP of rn1s0rv n1:n- 1,,:1 . .-,, ~1..:.; •1,,·::1~'.._; s,1,·: 
about ()Ur r:r1r11i1t'rH) hut dOP'-. n,1t ltFlLJ(:P thf': ··jps~)(·rdtinn tl';lt !l.;. t,r;rn f h,·,'; ,,~-;<:..:r·.-,,:._,.:..; 
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awareness. In despair we are helpless because a l(Jss of consciousness 1s a loss of 
understanding which renders action devoid of mtennon Dusp,11r is a condrtron in which 
awareness 1s relentlessly open 1n the sense that no 111e,111111gful context, frame of 
reference, or intentional object can be found fur, or attached to, the happening of which 
we are aware ll 1s this loss of aboutness that produces the absence of meanrng that rs 
the essence of despair Although lhe Pxpm1,;nce of ecstasy 1s very different to that of 
rlespa1r. both ar,, c:t1aract,,rrzerl by the sune quality of surrender Ecstasy 1s a conditron 
1n which awarem·ss 1s closed on 1tsPlf, ,s about itself, 111 the sense that the meaning of 
the experience 1s us awaren,,ss This UHHJ1t1on 1s common to aesthetic experiences 
The JOY of l1str~n1n<J to music 1s that 1t 1s not about anything In its raw awareness rt does 
not require to be understoocf and attempts at understanding detract from the intensity of 
the experience Understanding a work of art, whether a painting or a musical work. in 
terms of its structure. the life and times of the artist, and so on. may contribute to the 
pleasure WP cJeri1e from the work but riot to that experience of ecstasy in whrch the 
awareness of the work enqulfs us and drains our consciousness of what the work 1s 
about. In ecstasy we submit to the happening by letting go of consciousness as if to 
flood our experience with sheer awareness and in so doing driving understanding away 
The art of meditation seems to be the ability to achieve a euphoric state of awareness 
that is non-conscious in the sense of being about nothing. Both despair and ecstasy are 
experiences characterized by non-conscious. as opposed to unconscious. experiences 
and both are conditions that could be described in terms of a loss of understandrng 
rather than an absence of understanding 

Equally revealing of the role of awareness and consciousness as constrtuents of 
experience 1s the conditron of rmsunderstandinq. Although paradoxical on the surface, 
misunderstandrng is a form of absolute understandrng in the sense that as long as it 
persrsts, 1t blocks any transformatron to a new or deeper understandrng. The 
paradoxical nature of misunderstanding is that it is experienced as understanding. To 
misunderstand a situation 1s to attach an incorrect rntention to the awareness of a 
situatron In this sense. misunderstanding is a condition of misplaced conscrousness 
Consequently, rmsunderstandmq cannot be experienced as such but only as 
understanding It can only be recognized by another person and what the other person 
recognizes is confusion: a Joining together of an awareness and an aboutness that do 
not belong together. at least from the perspective of the other person. Because 
misunderstanding 1s experienced as understanding, 11 presents a barrier to learning 
This is because for learning to occur. a process must be set in motion whereby one 
form of understanding rs overcome and transformed, and this requires that the learner 
must experience a rupture between awareness and aboutness: an un-happeninq or un­ 
doing of experience. To overcome misunderstanding, a situation must be experrenced 
1n a different way and given that the same situation produces the same state of 
awareness. new understanding can only replace rrusunderstandinq if consciousness 1s 
drslodged from the experience of the situauon This process of r;astinq off our 
consciousness or un-learrunq 1s not easily actueved and 11 may be that it 1s for this 
reason that the solutions to problems seem to pop into our heads when our guard is 
down This strange phenomenon of understanding resisting our most intense 
concentration but yielding suddenly and effortlessly when that concentration lapses, 
may be explained by the very process of attention in which consciousness is intensely 
and narrowly focussed such that the aboutness of a s.tuation is trghtly drawn around 
and encloses the awareness of the suuation To understand a situation differently 1s tu 
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experience 1t differently by raisinq or sh1ft1nq our consciousness of whcit :he S''.u:itI0·1 1 
about. In contrast. misunderstanding Is a k1ncJ uf pers8JPratIon of 1-xpew·nu, 111 ::h1• t1 
consciousness ,rnd awareness are locked togethr,r I Jndr,rstc1ncJ1nq ,inr! 
misunderstanding are both experiences in which awareness and c:onsciousrn-ss 
coincide. But there are situations. In particular learnincJ situanons in which we rlrl rir,1 

understand what we experience Two kinds of non- or not-unr!erstanr1111g cc1n :_,,. 

distinguished in terms of awareness and consciousness: ono rn which consr.iousnes! 
strives for awareness: another in which awareness gropes towarcs arid strugg!o,s 
establish a clear and well defined consciousness The tor-ner "''" um re'er to as nc,·1 
understanding and the latter as not-understanding 

Non-understanding Is a problem of awareness not of conscious-iess and correspcncs 
with what we usually mean by the term ignorance as distinct from innocence B) thr, 
term innocence we mean that a person has no awareness arv: no consciousness r_1f a 
situation. To be innocent of something Is to have no experience of that th1n;-; 1~ 
contrast, to be ignorant is to be iqnoant of something ar.d not about sJr1eth1rg Ir oth=r 
words, to be ignorant is not only to lack awareness of somethrnq but to k.nrrn that one 
lacks this awareness. It is an experience of aboutness without adequate a.varer-ess 
Visitors to foreign countries may not be aware of the nature of prevailing custorr s arr: 
acceptable forms of behaviour but may be conscious of or know about their existence 
They are ignorant of but not about the situation. In principle. non-understanding is not 
an intractable learning problem. It mav of course require strenuous efforts to ar::quI'e the: 
necessary awareness, as in the case of ignorance of cl foreign lanquaqe and a goo~ 
teacher may be able to render the learning task less arduous ri.-1ost of the content of 
education is directed at transforming non-understanding into understar-d.nq I and the 
same applies to what Kuhn (1962) called normal science). To acquire content In cl 
particular discipline 1s to broaden one's awareness and much of what is referred to as 
the learning of skills 1s concerned with the extent and efficiency of content learninq But 
a discipline Is not merely a body of content or collection of facts As th<? term tscl1 
suggests. it is a way of dealing with. and relating to. the aboutnoss of thic; contP.nt elf trP 
discipline and thr; absence of this krnrl of unrterstandinq should he d1st1nc1u1sh,?d Irr.•'" 
the non-understarvtinq char,v:ter,zpc1 ti; ;1 lclck of awareness or r·nntr:n'. 

Whereas non-unierstandinq is cl pcotiI,,111 ,if awareness not-underst,1m11ng rs a prohlr-111 
of consciousness r111d occurs f'equer ti)' ,n learning situations 111 which ;1 IParnc-r 
responds by sayI119. I do not under stand' It the not-understanding can be transtorrned 
by the simple expedient of repeution then of course the problem of the 1111t1al not­ 
understanding is tnvial. However. teachers arc most vulnerable when confronted t'\ 
learners who do not understand anrl for whom repetition has not been successtu Th.' 
limitation of repet1t1011 111 the far:e of not-understandmq is that whr'e 1t rnav serve ':J cl,mf. 
awareness of a s,tu:itron ,,r problem. 1t rjqes not ,irldress the; ahoutness 0f the s1t\Jat1c·n 
A simple exampl,· is ,l s0t of 1nstrurtIrJ11s th;1t ;,re not urirl,:rstrJod If ecwh -,•,wrj ;in,! 
sentence is uniiP1str1od rm its ow11 tlut 1111t rn tti,•ir tot;ilrtv Hv,n :1 f;nlur•, tn ,.n,j,,rst;ir•,f ,. 
a failure to comprd1•'111I wh;1t th,, 111st1u1:t1011s :ir<J about Nr,t-u11r1<:r•,t;mr111m ,s tti,, f,11lur•· 
to rcconc1le thr' ,1w,1rf'llPss of ;1 sItu;1t:oir1 ·.v1t11 .vhat ttH; sItt,;itI,,11 1:; ;1t111ut - ,is ,nt0•1t1, 11 11 
otJJect Sur:r:Pssful IP,H'IH·rs 1°1nd IP;1rn,.,rs1 whPn r:0,1/rl)ntwt with :1 l"'.'t !•·<'l n' ,w• 
understanrl1nq r1ftPn lJ'.~f), ():r:1n1plPS ;-ind ;in1-l1oq1r_:s Ttw• ;)r-:v,i,-r r1f {:Yl,...l~·,!p~ ;ir1,: 

pi:-lr11CLJl.3rly ;1n;,ilri1jll'~ It...; th:1! •hP\' •!ll)t,\r,:Jlt'. \\'ri:)~ thr• S1t:J;d1rn1 :'r'}t\ Pf~'-~-- :1~·r-:_;~ ;•'r~ ' 



Is this that can hr-, detar:hed from the awareness or content of the analogy and attached 
to the awareness uf the situation or problem on hand 

Non-understanding and not-understanding are incomplete kinds of understanding but 
are not symmetrical in the sense that each Is a mirror image of the other. Awareness is 
given by a situation To be in or to experience a situation is to be aware of something. A 
lack of or inadequate awareness is corrected by creating appropriate situations. To the 
extent that awareness presents a problem for a learner, the solution lies in creating the 
~.ind of situation or happening that Is revealing of the awareness or content that a 
learner may lack Experimentation Is one way to produce awareness. An experiment Is 
a carefully contrived situation designed to elicit a happening: a method of controlling our 
experience and regulating our awareness of selected events. Although usually 
considered to stand in opposition to experimentation, participant observation of the kind 
traditionally employed by anthropologists is another way to produce awareness. Here 
the situation itself is not contrived. Rather the mvestiqator contrives to place him/herself 
into situations that are constituted by the kinds of happenings the investigator wishes to 
experience Methodology, or the means of investigation, is essentially a way of 
manipulating our experience to produce particular kinds of awareness. In this sense, 
scientific methods do not refer to the nature of the methods used, such as 
experimentation, but to the deliberate attempt to control and manipulate our awareness 
in order to render more complete our understanding of a given situation. But neither the 
intrepid fieldworker intent on participant observation, nor the meticulous experimenter 
bent on controlling variables, can proceed without a prior consciousness that anticipates 
the aboutness of the situations that the methods used are designed to capture. 

All forms of .nvesuqation, or methodology, are expressions of aboutness Both 
experimentation and participant observation embody the consciousness of the 
investigator in the sense that both are predicated on a prior understanding of what the 
situation they will encounter through their methods is about. Unlike awareness that is 
given by a situation, consciousness Is the means whereby situations are precipitated 
The methods we employ to generate data reflect our prior understanding of what the 
data will be about: what the happenings that constitute a situation will reveal. Method is 
the externalization or objectificatron of consciousness and the reason why we cannot 
deal In neutral facts or theory free data Is because to do so is to eliminate 
consciousness Prior understandings that arc formalized are theories and theories are 
explicit statements that describe the aboutness of situations. Theories are the language 
of consciousness, and aboutness finds its most elegant expression in logic and 
mathematics. But only a small part of consciousness is formalized into explicit theories 
that find expression in prescriptive methodologies. For the most part, the language of 
consciousness through which our daily activrties are conducted Is clumsy, imprecise, 
and .rnplicit (Geertz. 1993) But whatever its form, consciousness imposes itself as prior 
or pre-understanding in a kind of transcendental sense in which situations are only 
possible because they are constituted by a dimension of aboutness 

It is only when the experience of a srtuatror does not conform to the pre-understanding 
or aboutness that the person brings to bear on a set of happenings that a condition of 
not-understanding occurs. The difficulty for the learner or teacher is to dislodge the pre­ 
understanding that Is fused to the awareness of a situation thereby oistortinq our 
experience of the happenings that constitute the situauon What we experience Is con- 



fusion, a condition of not-understc1nd1ng This 1s not thP 0xp0ric,rrP r1f ;1 . tnat e1e,":s 
to be fillerl. or an absence of sorncth.nq that must he rPpl;1cPd h· ,1 J'r,,sr-nr0 ';"'­ 
understandino 1s a discordant h;1ppPrinq or stc1tP of d1sh;1rnir1n, t1Pt1.,c1:n :i:.-:i·PnPs·­ 
and consciousness The tons.on WP 1,xp0,r1ence ,n no1-unr1erst;irir1,,1q r;;rnnr1! 11,. 
resolved by more intense awareness of the situation On the contrary. tr1r, t0,,s rw 
increases the more we attempt to impose an inadequate or in:1p1irrJpn;it,, pr•_· 
understanding on a situation that reouuos to he understood 111 a fund:irw,n•:1111 diffr?r,,nt 
way. New understanding can only be achieved at the experise of pre-unr10rs1and1nq ar1,: 
requires an act of surrender: or what R,coeur (1083 F12i , ;ills :1p1w111·1:it,-·n - :1 
moment of dispossession of thP narciss.strc Pl)ci'' In this sPns,,_ Ill s11rrPr1r1,,, ,s tr, u-.1,.,, 

to act and to submit to the ;1ct1cms of tlw 0tl1er 

The goal of a11 actron 1s not t11P ;irt,on itself but ,s thr; h;1;1pen1r1c; tint ,s; r· ·:v,sd '.> '.'·,. 
action. What I do may be exper1Pnced hy another pe,son ,1s snmnth,r:q '.n:it l77p::r-rs 
and, similarly. another person's doings may be expenenced as some1hinr: that h:ipr;P11s 
to me Consequently, the concept of action as a proiecticn of abc.nness er 
consciousness has more to do with happenings than with doings But the cone=pt of 
action conflates doings and happerunqs ,n the person of an agent who 1s both tri,, 
subject of doings and the object of happenings. Agents do not usually pruduce reasons 
for their actions but rather provide explanations for the happeruriqs t11at cire brcugrt 
about by their actions. (I closerl the door because it was no.sv The unspoken and 
usually taken for granted waso11 ,s that the effecthapoen,ng of c1 clnse1 c1oo· +,. 
elrmrnate no1'"' from the outside I Bv conflc1ting dorng arr:1 happe'linCJ ,~ ''10 ,: ,,:c,,:,,e rf 
agency (or anent) the essential duant, or ,nterri:cil calectic 1s lost '" 0t,s: l,":'d ,r t,, 
figure of an autonomous actor wno ex.eris l force :::r ,1roc1uces ar ef'c,rt :t 1s "terest,r~J 
that the term agent is also used to con·,e., 1f rot the opposite then at l0:ist tre cr;'ltr;cir, 
meaning of c1n intermed1c1ry nr merl1c1tor Commori to botli sens<•s is th,, ,dr,,1 ,;fan .ytr;r 
with the power to produce eflPcts but in the former case this power 1s ,n. r.,s'e ~ w '.h" 
actor wherPas 111 the latter case the c1ctor or agent acts on heha11 c,f :i'7 ,,rl!0r I" •~,, 
latter concep11,m. agency 1s a r:onr11t1(w wh•,reby the direction nr q1,c-1i r1' '.t,., irt.c1r ,, "<, 
d8termmed hv the actor who nPverthel0ss brings about t>1e outcome r)r t0:1;1pn1irc: 11 , 
the face of the other on whosp behalf the agent acts that 1s r1t1scumd 1n thP 
undifferenti;ited concept of agencv If the same term 1s used to refer to the auent whrJ 
performs the action and 1he agent for whom the action 1s performed tr.w1 trn ,1,11/1:1ct1, " 
is not only h'L,rr0d but 1t 1r-1,11!0s that no such distiriction ,s necessar, BL,' :1rd:'El", 
l:inguagP rjnr,s r1,st1nguish t,PtWPPn / .vho doPs the dc,1ng :-ind n1e :r,r ',',·U .,,.-. re~'P'"''''. 
for whom thP ,1rn,1q 1s don,, 1 •ic, rnf' ,s usuallv what ,v,, rrn-:a11 tl', ti " t,,,·11 ·t cl" 
action is somett1111CJ that not nnly :s don•!. ;1 drnnq. but ,s ;1lso someth111q 1>1;,t ,,:1;·,-ens ,, 
happeninq ttnt is exper1Pr11:ed tt,011 clo111c1 and h;ir1perw1g ar,- ce-i:i1r·d '.:-· :h,­ 
wammat1cal !£•,ms I :rnr1 rn,, ;Hl(! a ps1,:hr1loq1cal cc:,nr:ept,on of a gene:- .-.r ,;i,1 ,0nt;, .,., 
analysis and s, •1tr10s1s flf wh;1t rnulrJ :1,, rall0rJ '.he Pqo and ,elf d1·11P"s, ,,, ·' :ic,pn, , 
H1rld~n he~11rvl -:ir1d in fr1int (lf ttir• (>1_]n~ir1pr1t 1S tre 5,,1( ()n ',\'hr)c;P \1pi•.1lf 1t1,, '<Ji' 11·t-... 

anrl fm wh,1111 11 t1:111s :irr1 "'l"'''''ii' ,,,j :l', liilppr'n111qs 

fh1s C0r7('f'pt;1111 ,1i <:;P/( ir)i>·..; 1':)t ''"';..i. lf' 1111f1'.\.- :1u'. ·:~:!t'F·r ,z_; I+ ·1:i.·'t·. j ·:· l'i .~, ,t,r 
flCtl()n clS ~t1rr,• ,-,·,ntPflrj•.; !if "l <1l_p fr;,•j l,'ll'_f ;J ;)r.:..-c.._;r;r ;-·11--•f'_i•',f '-. '.t,, ,\ ·r '·i··· '. l: Ji 

1 Gc1ci:1r11pr, '1i .",q·, ('(lf"'.'11•r1l' 

!ht> rlPr'1,1n,j ,i 



from which to act· I 1998 J) /1 very d1ffewr1t an,! contrary view of self (;-is drstmct from 
that of ego! Is cciptured in what Ortega c,1IIs the most essential difference between man 
cind an:mal · 1rI 11 passage that should I11Jt b1, paraphrased 

81Jt, you will c1sk. dues man perch;:rnce riot find lurnself in the same situation as the 
anrrnal, a prisoner of the world surrounded by things that terrify him, by things that 
enchant nun, and obliged all his life, inexorably, whether he will or no, to concern 
hunself with thnrn? There rs no doubt of it But with this essential difference - that man 
can. from time, tu tune suspend hrs direct concern with things, detach himself from his 
surroundin.js. Igr10re them. and suliwctinu his faculty of attention to a radical shift - 
.ncomprehensible zoologically - turn, so to speak, his back on the world and take his 
sta:id inside himself, attend tu his own inwardness or, what is the same thing, concern 
himself with himself and not with what is other, with things. Observe that this 
marvellous faculty that man possesses of temporarily freeing himself from his slavery to 
things irnpucs two very different powers one is his ability to ignore the world for a 
greater or lesser time without fatal risk: the other Is his having somewhere to take his 
stand. tu be. when he has virtually left the world But the world Is the whole of 
extenority the absolute without, which can have no other without beyond itself. The only 
possible without to this without rs, precisely. a withm, an intus, the inwardness of man, 
his self, which Is principally made up of ideas" (195717-18). 

The sett. then. is the locus or centre of understanding and consciousness is a property 
of the self whose mode of being Is understanding. To be aware and conscious of 
happenings is to understand and understanding Is not something we do but something 
that happens to us. However. all understandinq is mediated by action without which 
there are no happenings. Agency. then, entails a particular condition of internal 
mediation .vhereby the actions of the agent are experienced as happenings to the 
agent The self. on whose behalf the ego acts, the understanding that grounds the 
reasons for action. Is the self at whom the actions are directed. This circle of 
understanding, 1r1 which existinrJ or pre-understanding is satisfied, preserves the identity 
of the self and can only be disturbed by actions that are not driven by self­ 
understanrling or conscious awareness, but are regulated from without, either by an 
alien consciousness, a self that Is other, or by means of biological mechanisms that 
regulate the course and direction of action 1r1 relation to the constraints imposed by the 
environment 

Biological adaptation Is a tunctror of the, IntmactIon between biological mechanisms and 
cnvrronrnontat constra.nts in the process of which actions are regulated or adjusted to 
meet the needs of the organism which culminate in survival. Writing within the context of 
evolutionary epistemology (although unhappy with the term), Plotkin ( 1994.116) makes 
the bold statement that 'Adaptations are knowledge." Within this explanatory 
framework, there Is no need to posit or accommodate the concepts of understanding or 
consciousness. or to differentiate between ego and self Birds do not need reasons for 
fly,ng or fish for swirnr-unq Flying and swimming are what they do, their way of being. 
Piaget's claim that ·Intell1gence Is a particular instance of biological adaptation" (1952 3- 
4 I can be understood In the same way. But we must take seriously lus concept of the 
"epistemic subject" that is central to his theories of genetic episternoloqy The epistemic 
subject is an abstraction a one-sided or partial representation. of a Iarqer reality that Is 
con5t1tuterJ o i hte-size peopl•" That trie suoject or agent of intell1genr,! Is a theoret1rc1I 
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construct does not detract from the theory any mor« than Hie u1nr:f'.Dt ,;f '.Jenr11 .-pe; 
detracts from biological theories for which 1t 1s a convenient rJe;.-1,0 But th8 
consequence of this abstraction 1s that the conception of 1ntell1qence thc1t 1s t1,,r1 tr1 the 
epistemic subject is likewise partial 1n its one-sidedness For Piage! 1'lt0ll1r;encp re;fers 
to the organization or structure of action and its development ent,11is Hv· rP-strurtur1ncJ 
or transformation of action structures constituted by sets of co-ord1n:1t,;d oper.mons 

The actions or cognitive operations (or computations I that constrtut» th, ir,tf,111,.w,irc, cir•s 
what we mean by the term Renson, not in the w/1y sense of 111tP1°t1,,n;1I or :1ur;1r,s1:c, 
reasons we provide for our actions. but 1n the how sense of the operc1'.1onal strue'.ur,-s 
that generate our knowledge of the world The important point 1s that not fH71, 3'"' 
consciousness and understanding unnecessary concepts for Piarieti,m th0nrv thev a·s 
deliberately excluded in the abstraction from person to episternic subjert It 1s precise!:, 
because children at different stages of coqrunve development understand aspects of the 
world differently. that understandinq is eliminated as an explanation for the regu!ation of 
the epistemic subject To do otherwise would be to fall into the trap 0f the lea,ning 
paradox in which new learning becomes a prerequisite for its own achievement i In 
order to achieve conservation. children must already understand coriservauon 
principles.) Clearly, the actions that produce new understanding. such as r;onser,iltion 
cannot be derived from a prior understanding characterized bv non-cmservation w1:, 
more than a paradigm shift can hP explained tw the previous p,1r,irt1om :1cJi1111st .-. l'w:h 
the shift occurs. 

Piaget refers to the process by which coqnitive structures are rrnr;wss1 ,e'y rrcd1fie: or 
transformed as equilibration Although the term self-regulation 1s used to refer to the 
regulation of actions that must occur if and when new structures or orga1111at1ons r:,f 
mental actions take place. the word self is rnisleadinq. Piaget1an theory dnes not posit 
any explicit concept of self and the concept of self or auto-regulation is usr,,J to e1.c1ud<o 
the possibility of other-regulation (e.g. teaching. instruction. or more general1_, 
mediation) as an explanatory concept But by explicitly excludinq other-regulation as an 
explanation for the development of intelliqence or Reason. the theory must provide an 
alternative e xptanation or generative mechanism in terms of which actions arc; regulated 
or structures transformed by an agency other than the structures themselves Piaget's 
answer (like those of other structuralists such as Chomsky and Levi-Strauss I 1s '.hat '.he 
organization or re[Julating principle of action. the means by which c1ctinn 1s strurtured 
ultimately 110s 1n the biology of thro species as do the cornputa'io-ial "7orjui, s ·)f 'hn ,,n:, 
coqnit.ve sn"11t1sts 

The eprstermc or cornputator-a' subJP('t does not need re,1srH1s f, ,r Reiscn,,,,7 -y 
cornputinq I any more than h1rc1s nPcd reasons for flying Reasonm9 1s ,•,ri:cit peep le de" 
as part of their nilture. It is a w;1v of tieinq To ask why concret<; oper;1t1rnn1 rhil•jrer 
revers<; mPnLil npmat1ons 1s l1kP ;1sk1nq why t11rds fly We Ciln ilsk hn,•; ilv1nq 1s , css-t,ln 
and we c;m :1sk how know11ir1 1s pr1ss1tJl0 ;ind, 111 both cas0s. 1t 1s not nPCPSSil0 thilt 
tmds or pr,r1111,, urn1Prst;rnd (;ir,, ;1w;m~ or 1:cmsr:1ous ofl ilow tlv·1r ,wt1ons arr· reriul;itprj 
It 1s also nrit 111•,:r·ss;iry 1r1 tr>flll', <'<f ;1 ttv·()ry of ;1,;t1on. that cm ,-1,,st•·n 1· sl:t,:r-, t 
"dVliltlC" SLI! ,1..r I lllldf:rstilll'i t'1P tlilj,p".111ClfJ that il J)ilr11Clllilr str,y turr, r,f ''i ••·r;1'.1"''S 
produces { lq thP r·rintr,lr\ It ''-i lJfl•_1Pr~t;1nrj1nq that IS th~· unr_~(1ifH_~ 1)~ q1i=:-- pp1sti?r"~ 
suhJPr:t ·,·.·ti,,~ /l -,,•ry i·rn:1f:n·1 I lt:c..;tr;1':~1r.1r (1fl trA, p,1:t nf t•1r• tr1i:-nr-1c-,t r-r~t1··s :f~p 



conservation response. the happerunq that the actions produce, as distinct from the 
actions themselves. Is conservation In this sense, conservation Is a happeninq, 
somethinq ·Ne experience as understanding. But the power and limitation of biological 
adaptation as an explanatory framework is that 1t does not rely on understanding or 
require the conu,pt of an unctet stnuctins; sutuect 1 he reverse, however, is not true 

If understanding Is mediated by action, then theories of understanding must, at some 
point, have recourse to theories of action whoso ultimate explanation lies in the 
broloqtcal rnechan.srns that rr,qulatr, action The distinction between the ego and the self 
Is that between the epistemic sullJ(:r;t as the locus of action and the understandinq 
subject as the locus of experience botween doing and happeninq. The dimension that 
Is missing 1•1 tr1e P1aqet1an conception of .ntelhqence Is understanding. The fact that 
Piaget's conception of intelligence cannot account for individual differences Is not In 
itself as sign1f1cant as the fact that it eluninates that very aspect of the intellect that 
accounts for creativity in every facet of life. Ingenuity, inspiration, and genius, clearly 
require something other than the formal operations that reduce all adults to the same 
common denominator. As a psychological theory of intelligence, Piaget's theory would 
fall the first test of any psychological theory; that 1t should explain the theorist in the 
same way that the theorist explains other people. What distinguishes Piaget's own 
intelligence (the genius that created his theory) from that of others is a particular 
distinctive way of understanding the world and the same is true of all the great creative 
thinkers who stand apart from their peers by virtue of an uncanny ability to use the 
same intellectual equipment or forms of Reesonim; to produce new and different kinds 
of understanoinq But this Is not the only or even the most significant test that theories 
of this kind fail. A theory of intelhqence of the intellect or of mind, must explain why 
understanding does not always occur - must provide an explanation of how it is 
possible to answer to the question behind the statement, "I don t understand .. ,, 

The question of how understanding Is possible receives only a partial answer from 
P1agetian theory Cognitive operations are a necessary condition tor understanding but 
do not constitute understanding It is only by acting on things that we can explain them 
But what Ne explarn are our actions; what we do rather than what is done to us. In this 
sense, explanation Is a description or account of actions whose goal Is a happening that 
requires to be understood. The actions that constitute explanation are what we call 
Reason. Reasoning Is something we do, not something we experience as done to us In 
directing others to act as I do, I explain my-self by revealing my understanding. But the 
form of explanation. the means and medium through which I reveal my understanding or 
express my consciousness Is action Understood In this way, mediation in the sense of 
instruction or teaching Is a form of explanation rather than a communion of 
understancl,ng Consciousness or understanding cannot be communicated directly as 
an experience but can be explained by directinq or regulating the actions of an-ot/ic:1 
Conversely. In order to learn from others, to be instructed by someone other than my­ 
self. to understand what others understand, to transform my pre-understandings, I must 
surrender my self. suspend my pre-understandinq and submit my actions or Reason tfl 
the 'Nill of :he self In wnose consciousness I wish to partrcrpate To submit to the other 1s 

1,, tre c0~tel'. of aciJCemc devotoprner-t and und':r-prE:p,iredness. there 1s a crucral d1ffererH r; 
t.etween no: ,mclerstandirig and not ~riow,ng. a d1fferer,cr" that should underpin the desi[JI' ,,f 
fuundai,on as orsurct from bridging cour sesproqrarnrnes 
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to surrender the self and this entails the suspeosion nf age!7r:; Cr~01.·"'r~,,1, 
an agent or to recover agoncv 1s to close thP. circle of uncJerstanr1ir1c1 triat ,s ·u,itured !J:, 
not-understandmq Actions that are otlier-regulated c1re real11ed ;1s haur"·n111qs tr'a'. ace: 
experienced by the self but do not oriq1nate lr7 the conscrousrv.s-, tliat r,ll'st1tu'.es 'ho 
pre-understandings of the self 
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