Societal, World, and Historical Contexts

It is unlikely that we are naturally brighter than people of 1,088rs ago. We just
have adt more to waok with: the poential pespecive ;m pastsucceses ad faiures the
intellectud and physial techrologiesstaed and transmited in edu@tionalsysems
(including the formal sientiic method and stidticaltools) the econmic resources
(beyond subsistence) atiow for speailized careers and for thest one-thid of many
peoples lives spent outside the production system in formal education, ardbth#ing of
individual longevity since the Merican Revolution. Whdher we truly ae increasing au
knowledye eer faser bday aceleating up the laggarthmic cuve pstdated bysome
theoriss, is ot clearnatural s@ncepublicatinsincrease at this ratBut natural science
learning is a special case - people can use conspart@ new drug without being scientists.
In the humanitieor socal science®@utsde of econonais), difusion of krowledge poses

special problems becauseople cannot just naively use physical enthedts.

It should be noted, however, that societies can also forget. Some knewledgkills
have clearly been lost to most people (e.g., farming), and there are always the issues of
whether the qulty of American elites has declined since the tiai¢he founding fathers,
whetherpeopé are beomingmore canky,dependst, and anmic, axd whethe the

intelligence we once had dissipaing as Westergivilization popgresses by déetung.

I will havelittle to say abounternatiomal network or aboutaciety @ history in general
(see Goulder, 1979; Lane, 1978 Naroll, Benjamn, Fohl, Fried, Hildreth, & Shaefer,
1971). | want instead tatus on two theoriesr(th norms and secularizatiy and one

hypothesis(that government learning may ke a dgpendent vaiable.)

Truth Th eory

One theory of an effective learning environment is that it is simply one in which people
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tell thetruth to each dter. A sibstantal partof pychotheapy praceeds fst by
establishing a relationship where this is possible; therapy is in part a healing through simple
truth-telling. Some people maintain that an essal quality of being a good teacher is to
be truthful enough to adi a lack of knowledge; sociologists of science say the norm of
truth-telling is cucial toadvance (Ben-Dagj 1971). A vedran Washingtotawyer, ased
how tomake thevorldworkbetter tod me the ley wadso gefll the lias totellthe

truth. If so,one theoy isthat Amerca ism good shpe in his regad: Rokeach (1973)
reports that Americans rank honesty asmmimportant than a comfortable life, wealth, or
peace bmind - indeed honoit and wanit more than # other valiesHowever the
opposite conclusion is advanced by Ed®in{1964), who records a substantialcamt of
evidence thain political life, boh the public and picians prefestrategt dissembling,

psychodrama, and illusion.

Secularizavbn and Orthodox Theories

A standardheory among soalogiss has been that adarizaton of saiety ircreases
learning aavity ard, more general| that anyprescived orthodoxygan restit learnirm.
Thus, one research issudhis extent to which implicior explicitorthodoxies in America
are sufficiently strong to restriacee speech and investigation (Habersn1970; McGrthy,
1976). A related issue is whether secation has produced a lossimtelligence and
hard-won undermnding aboutife. Vonnegut (1970/1976,p 165-167) for example,
suggssts that the best that social sientists ca do is to spad their lifetimes hackingtheir
way through open doors with wretctiy complicated m#nodologies to rediscover old

truths about the normative basis of a good society:

It has been said many times thatskarowledge of himself has been left far
behind by his understandingatinelogy, and that wa bave peace anemny

and justice only when maknovedge of hiral catches uphi$ is notrue.
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Some p@lehopedr grat disaveres in th soal sience, soal euivaknts ofF=

ma and E méand som

We don need more informattio . . Althat is requideis that we becomssl

selfish thamve are.

We alegly have plenty oliad suggestions as to how we aceif things ate
become bettarearth. For instand2o unto others as you would have them do
unto yo.. Abotiseven mdred yearago, Thoas Aginas fad some logr
recoomendaons a to whiapeplemight @ withther livesand | daot fnd
these madridiculousybcompters andrips to the won andelevision setise

praises thee8en Spirital Works oMercy, vhich are thes

To tach thegnorant, toouinsel théoubtfulio consekthe sado repve the
sinner, to forge the offendeo bear with theppressivand troublesome, and to

pray forus all.

He also adnes the SeveRorporal Wrks of Mrcy, whiclare these:

To feednte hungry, tpive dmk to the thsty, tolothe he nakedop shétr the

homeless,\tizit the skcand prisoners, tansom captivasd to bury the dead.

A great swindle of our time is the assumption that science has made religion
obsolete. Allence has damaged is the story of Adam and Eeestory thf
Jonaland thevhale Eveything ede Hds upprety wel, particulaly the éssts

aboutfairnes and gntlenes . .
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Science has nothinddawith it, frends.

Government Learmqg: A Dependent Vaable?

Becaus it puts in a Iboader pespectivethe internal-proces perspetive in the classic
works of Deutsd (1963) (government asprincipad invedigator), Argyris and Shon (1978),
and even the open-systemmodel of Katz and &n (1978), one hypothesis | want to
emphasize agin is thatgovernnent leaning is often he dgpendent variabe. It is
dependent on what uwérsites teach, owhat the votes want or ca be sold, o what
lobbying groups say, on the agendasnbws media set, on the standarand quality of
critics,on the action mood of therties, on conceptual and methodological inniowest
from univesity resarch,on wheher peple hae enouf genune trust totell the truth,
and on much elsdt is probably also true that learning by government is often a function of
current, active political conflict and the public adversary processes by which opponents of
established pixy do the esearch that ulhately makes gowement more intdigent See
Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967; Starbuck, 1976). Research may even show that presidents and
the executiveureaucracy haveldom origimted qualitave inceases in thepwn
intelligence ad that almosall caonceptualnd progam innosaticns have hadotbe

imported (Deutschet al.,1971).
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