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Summary of Chapter 2 of Egan: The Educated Mind 

 

33  Language  Mythic 

 

 

  Herde: word is magical / sacred / supernatural is cultural understanding 

  

34  Max Muller – Apolo chased Daphne (Homonyms in Sanskrit! See story below) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  R: (1) The power of ‘words’          

 

(2) ‘Mythic / Magic’ are words showing our ignorance of ancient life from our 

orderly / rational life; better use “early / primitive / ancestral belief” 

(3) Power rests on the leader, with thinking, planning and strategy. 

(4) Donald: “myth is the prototypal, fundamental, integrative mind and tool” 

 No! Myth is a belief system. Oral language / speech is a tool to make use of this 

somewhat successful / utilitarian belief system to mobilize the team / tribe to 

achieve surviving ends. Mythic is not mind-tool. Ancient Oral Speech is a life / 

surviving tool imbued with beliefs! 

Prof. Li’s Ideas 918 (6/9/2021) 

Egan: Language dictates mythic understanding and its characteristics in human 

thinking. (P.37) 

naming 

Revised (2/10/2021) 

Identify (in naming) 

 

Act (in speech act) 

give survival advantage 

in team work 
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35 Egan acknowledged language ≠ thought = sense making / cf. Vygotsky: “Intelligence… 

independent of speech” 

36  Egan’s conception of language development and mythical understanding (p. 35 – 36) 

(1) “Language development … is genetically determined” and so a child learns it 

easily. (p. 35) 

(2) Language-using environment is necessary for picking up language. (p. 36) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(6) Therefore by primary years: learning requires effort 

R: (1) I don’t dispute this, but he didn’t propose much new. 

   ((1), (3), (4) are well-known) 

 (2) What’s his GLC? 

37-63 Characteristics of Mythic Understanding (MU) 

 Binary structure  Metaphor 

 Fantasy  Rhythm and Narratives 

 Abstract thinking  Images 

  Stories and meaning 

Egan’s Study of Binary Structure (p. 37 – 44) 

 

 

 

(3) We also have 

undifferentiated 

general learning 

capacity (GLC) 

(4) Language development 

proceed up to age 7. 

 

(5) Mythic understanding 

period: slow decrease 

in effortless language 

learning (because of 

genetic endownment) 

and increase use of 

learning capacity (GLC) 
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38  Nietzsche attacks binary 

 

 

 

                p.38 

39  Claude Levi-Strauss  4 Volumes on Mythology 

  Binary structure is basic to all myths. 

40  Children’s stories in binary values 

 

 

                p.40 

40  From opposites to intermediary position 

Hot  vs  Cold 

 Warm vs Cool  

  Related to body, i.e. somatic 

41  Quoting Egan 

 

                p.41 

42 “Binary structuring is a feature of language and minds, not of the world, as Nietzsche so 

insistently argued” 

43  Egan challenging Dewey 

 Binary opposites … “these conceptual bases for sense-making maybe more important 

than how-to-do skills. [proposed by Dewey]” 

 R: Yes, binary structuring is good / make sense, but Egan didn’t seem to have a deep 

theory, he merely picked from Nietzsche and Levi-Strauss. Let me pick of few most 

prevalent binary opposites and think of transcending them:   
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Good – bad Love – hate 

Safe – danger Happy – sad 

Healthy – sick Obey – rebel (Chinese) 

True – false Moral – wicked (Chinese) 

Right - wrong  

  One problem is that even adults have difficulty distinguishing the three sets: 

True / false Right / wrong Good / bad 

   

Knowledge and 

reality 

Value / imposing 

reality 

Moral, legal 

sanction 

真偽 對錯 好壞 

是否 是非  

Fantasy (p. 45 – 47) 

45  Children enjoy fantasy 

  Egan thought it was an intermediate between binary opposites 

Human  

 

Peter rabbit 

animal 

  R: My explanation: 

(1) Children like novelty 

(2) Children are egocentric 

(3) Children like to imitate and internalize 

(4) Sometimes fail to distinguish real / fantasy 

(not yet conceptual fixation) 

Abstract thinking (p. 47 - 53) 

  R: Egan argues, much like me, that language necessarily gives abstraction. 

 

p. 47   

49  Language = mythic invention = offer conceptual models of human universe. 

50  Egan criticizes Piaget (with Gardner quotes) 

Hope that can be 

explanation 
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51  The counting story 

R: children may know / like the story but don’t understand its meaning. “They had 

the experience, but missed the meaning” (p. 53) 

Metaphor (p. 53 – 58) 

In this section, Egan quoted many people: 

54  Levi-Strauss – metaphor as “fundamental mode(s) – a primary form of discourse” 

55 Gardner and Winner – the young are better than the old in metaphor (R: again fixation of 

thought) 

55 Ricoeur – “deviant naming” 

55 Nelson Goodman: Metaphor “participates fully in the progress of knowledge” 

55 Quine 

55 Max Black – “All Sciences began in metaphor and end in algebra” 

55 Aristotle – “get hold of something fresh” 

56 Egan: “metaphor becomes a key tool in aiding flexible, productive learning” 

R: It’s good that Black (p.55) points to “Metaphor creates the similarity”, not “similarity 

antecedently existing” 

In other words, metaphor expands the power of language through thought from just representing, 

describing to creating by seeing much more. And it’s interesting that 

 

 

 

 

                 p. 56 
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57  Challenging Piaget 

R: Egan and others challenged Piaget for neglecting children’s metaphorical thinking. 

 

 

               p. 57 

 

 

               p. 57 

R: In fact, metaphoric thinking don’t decline when we get older. We all use metaphors in 

thinking and language, in poetry and science It is like a distorting-magic mirror / glass 

(哈哈鏡), giving us more material and flexibility in thought. Science as metaphor / 

Newtonian physics as metaphor are common views. 

 Again, how far can it go? When something like metaphor being so natural, how or 

should we teach? 

57  Synapse growth and decline / language = teeth (quoting Pinker) 

Rhythm and Narratives (p. 58 – 60) 

 

 

 

59  We live in narratives 

  Barbara Hardy 

 

                p.59 

  

Aiding memory In oral culture 



U:\Secondary\2122\Prof. Li - Website (profrexli.com)\Writings\Psychology\03 Human Understanding\Psy 03-002.docx                                      
8/9 

60  Egan suggests learning from self-centeredness 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                p.60 

  R: I doubt if his ideas can lead to anywhere or learning programs 

Images (p. 60 – 62) 

60  Guided imagery by cassette-taped voice describing 5 senses 

  Earthworms 

R: Modern I.T. technology exploits all our senses 

61  Extending our grasp of the world 

Stories and Meaning (p. 62 – 65) 

Stories give affective meaning 

We “storify” events in order to understand in a particular way. 

R: There’s some kind of simple story like a good-guy-bad-guy script. Point is to overcome them. 

Conclusion (p. 65 – 70) 

66 Egan seems to argue for ‘orality’ against the predominant ‘literacy’ culture of our time; 

the latter may defeat recapitulation of orality. 

67 Then he finds support in Wertsch (1991) 

 

 

               p. 67 
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               p. 67 

68 Language as extending and enlarging experience. 

 

 

 

               p. 68 

69 Language from natural learning to teaching 

 

 

 

               p. 68 

R: My thinking over Egan’s chapter 

(A) Embodiment Theory 

(1) Human brain embodies reptilian brain 

(2) Human written culture embodies primitive oral culture 

(3) Human body embodies physiology + psychology + culture 

(B) Value and Validity of CRT 

(1) RT is invalidated in biology (fetus growth ≠ human growth process) 

(2) CRT 

Children’s quick mastery of language is a fact, epigenetics? 200,000 years of 

linguistic survival advantages / cultural advantages? 

(3) Its significance is not to inform curriculum, but to inform / enrich our human 

understanding. We keep coming back to mythic understanding (binary 

opposites, imagery, metaphor) when doing higher-order thinking and 

understanding. 

 


