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Summary and Review of Kieran Egan (1997): The Educated Mind  

Chapter 5: Ironic Understanding (p. 137 – 171) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

p. 138 Rorty – contingency, liberal ironist 

p. 142 – 144 Kierkegaard’s interpretation – “illusory knowledge” 

p. 144 Creation of God – seeing from above 

p. 145 – 146 MacIntyre – dominant narrative 

p. 146 Heller / Goethe / Constant – goals no longer exist 

p. 147 Schlegel / Victor Hugo: “all systems being false …..” (Romanticist) 

p. 149 Major scientific discoveries (1897 – 1915) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Prof. Li’s Ideas 979 (21/2/2022) Revised (9/3/2022) 

Egan’s example of ironic understanding – paradox 

(1) All generalizations are false (p. 137) 

(2) All meaningful statements are either verifiable empirical claims or conceptual truths. 

(3) All knowledge is socially constructed. 

(4) Socrates is wisest / most knowledgeable because he realizes how little he knew (p. 142) 

(5) All systems are false (p. 147) 

R: A deep and sophisticated chapter, starting from language paradox / irony. It is a western 

intellectual tradition (p. 138): 
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p. 150 – 151 Nietzsche – The gay science 

p. 152 Scottish bagpipes played in Hawaii photoed by Japanese tourists 

“No cultural metanarrative governs its interpretation; rather, it is left open to 

the multiple perspectives of its witnesses” 

p. 153 Sketching R Rorty 

p. 156 Ironic understanding is progressive; it is moving forward: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

p. 156 Lyotard (1979) self-refuting 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

p. 157 Ironic understanding contributes by seeing inadequacy in philosophic 

understanding 

 

 

 

 

 

 

R: After all, ironic understanding is a further progress of human knowledge 

enterprises. Considering the infinite reality we want to capture in natural and 

human world, ironic understanding is an improvement over theoretic general 

schemes, challenging and making it even better. It’s likely rationality will 
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improve in representation and will prevail.  

p. 158 Marxism as an example of philosophic understanding and romantic 

understanding 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

p. 161 – 162 R: Egan proposed good vs bad irony in 1979! 

  Alienating irony vs sophisticated irony 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Openness and avoid self-contradiction 
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p. 162 - 170 Somatic understanding again 

R:  Egan read about Merlin Donald’s book (1991) and makes uses of it in 

somatic understanding. 

R:  After his elaboration on ironic understanding as the cumulative human 

development of understanding, Egan came back to the beginning, “the 

first being last.” (p. 163) Quite miraculously somatic understanding may 

go beyond, or at least hand in hand, with ironic understanding. Here Egan 

picked important ideas from Merlin Donald’s work (1991) on pre-linguistic 

thinking, understanding in “the individual’s own body”. (p. 164) Egan 

summarized it as 

 

Mimicry → Imitation → Mimetic skill 

(animal, 

parrot) 

 (feature 

recognition) 

 (“conscious, self-initiated, 

representational acts that 

are intentional but not 

linguistic”) (p. 164 quote of 

Donald) 

Egan (p. 164 – 165) picked his ideas from Donald as somatic understanding 

with 

 Intentionality – children learning from parents 

 Generativity – practice, rehearsal 

 Communicativity – social group 

 Reference – distinguish play vs real fight (mental representation) 

 Unlimited objects – so long as physical / concrete 

 Autocueing – autonomous mental world 

p. 165 Egan: somatic understanding makes us distinctly human 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

p. 166 Egan tried to revise “essentially linguistic” (Gadamer, 1976) and “no 

prelinguistic consciousness” (Rorty, 1989: 21) to “largely linguistic” 
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p. 167 Baby development shows: 

“… language development does not make some distinct beginning of that 

individual person; rather, language allows each individual a new kind of 

expression.” (p. 107) 

p. 169 Quotes of Donald on role of language 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Comments 

(1) In this chapter, Egan interprets, I think rightly, the development of postmodernism in philosophy 

in 20th century. He called it ironic understanding, which has its roots in ancient Greece (Socrates). 

(2) His main points are that ironic understanding goes beyond philosophic / theoretic understanding 

by reflecting and refuting on itself. So I think the power of ironic understanding lies in the 

reflectiveness, and self-reflectiveness on language and arguments. Is it the paradox of meaning, 

reality or language in mirroring itself or reality? 

Change is eternity / permanence 

Contingency is certainty 

(3) But he insisted, I think again correctly, that ironic understanding is a progress, an embodiment 

of all former mythic understanding, romantic understanding, philosophic understanding, even 

somatic understanding. 

(4) If 19th century is a century of reason and rationality, 20th century is a century of language. 

 Saussure (father of linguistics) 

 Rorty (mirror of nature) 

 Donald (pre-linguistic thinking) 

 Wittgenstein (language game) 

 Chomsky (language acquisition device) 

 Gadamer (essentially linguistic) 

 Fodor (language of thought) 
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(5) Ironic understanding and postmodernism is not as negative as it appears. It moves forward by 

challenging philosophic understanding / theoretic thinking, discovering paradox in 

understanding and reality. Egan himself saw it this way because his theory is a general scheme 

subject to scrutiny of ironic understanding. The real paradox is that ironic understanding goes 

back with somatic understanding, the most advanced in hand with the most basic / essential / 

primitive one. 

(6) My salute to Egan: he did a difficult job in the sea of education and philosophy as he formalized 

his system. As early as 1979 he had thought of irony – alienated and sophisticated irony (p. 161). 

That he narratizes history and philosophy, from science to religion, structuralism to Marxism, 

mythology to cognitive psychology, traversing from ancient Greece to 19th century Nietzsche. His 

understanding from Renaissance to Cartesian philosophy, from romanticism to contemporary 

philosophy. Is a breadth hard to attain. 

  

 


