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an excruciating trial of letting herself be twisted out of shape by the blathering 
inherent in postmoderni st di scourse, which is itself becoming as grand a 
narrative as those it wishes to replace. It is truly a gift that she is willing to 
publicly go through these painful , painstaking, and often downright annoying 
convolutions on our behalf and on behalf of the women who are the hope of her 
book. 

Mary Sheridan and 
David W. Jardine 

University of Calgary 

Egan, K. (1990). Romantic understanding: The development of 
rationality and imagination, ages 8-15. New York: Routledge, 
Chapman & Hall, 300 pp., $16.95 (softcover). 

Romantic Understanding is the second volume in a proposed series of four and 
is part of a project which rests on two important but controversial philosophical 
principles. The first principle, borrowed from MacIntyre, is that: 

Human li fe has a determinate fo rm, the form of a certain kind of story . . . it is 
not just that poems and sagas narrate what happens to men and women, but that 
in their narrati ve form poems and saga capture a fo rm that was already present 
in the lives which they relate. ( 198 1, p. 230) 

The second is that, in hi story but also in other subjects , "abstractions are built 
from the reality of endless individual lives and their intentions, hopes, fears , etc. 
At the romantic stage it is thi s basic reality that needs to be grasped clearly" (p. 
263). 

Egan ' s project is nothing less than the replacement of the traditional model of 
curri culum selection and lesson planning (dating from the work of Tyler) with 
an "alternative or supplement" (p. 250) which " transcends" (p. 258) the false 
and unhelpful underlying dichotomy between epistemology and psychology (p. 
183) - the former represented by Plato, the latter by Rousseau. Egan began 
reportin g the res u Its of thi s wo rk in Teaching as Storytelling ( 1986) and 
continued it with the presentation of four kinds of understanding (mythic, 
romantic , phil osophic , and iro nic ) in Primary Unders tanding (1988). In 
Romantic Understanding, Egan further develops the second of these four kinds; 
therefore, thi s book cannot reall y be apprec iated unless the reader is familiar 
with these prior works. 

Yet Roman.tic Understanding has its integrity and contains enough summary 
of the earlier vo lumes to be read on its own . Even for admirers of the general 
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project there is plenty to ponder: a philosophical thesis about Romanticism and a 
psychological thesis about its appropriateness for adolescents, and two notions, 
romantic understanding and recapitulation, which are bound to provoke debate. 
Egan has a story to tell about these, one which requires "not new information 
but ... rearranging what we have known all along" (p. 28 1) and recognizing the 
significance of the "uncontentious" observation that certain features of child 
development are both "possible" and "not uncommon" (p. 91 ). 

Egan offers an explanation for the common observation that chi ldren tend to 
come to school curious and eager to learn but that this attitude does not last long 
and is often said to be killed by the school itself. Instead of becoming able to 
think critically, "their minds become dull mirrors of the ideas, opinions , 
confusions, bigotry, and general stupidity that passed for adu lt thinking 
according to the conventions of society at large" (p. 286). Conceiving of 
education as an ideal to be accomplished has blinded us to the processes of 
childhood and adolescence - in this case to the romantic nature of adolescent 
understanding. Egan is not the first to take childhood seriously ; but he argues 
that if education can be given a form appropriate to the chi ld' s way of thinking, 
it can achieve the understanding, capacity for critical reflection, and interest we 
believe it rightly has. 

And so we come to Egan's view of Romanticism, the nature of romantic 
understanding, and the place in it of recapitulation. This story begins with 
mythic understanding, Egan's basis for primary education : stories which are 
more poetic than literal (p. 94), which logicall y and psychologically precede 
romantic understanding (p. 13), and which need to be less elaborately consistent 
with an external reality (p . 88). Indeed, 

the story is of crucial importance as a foundation of all sense-making .. .. The 
form of stories gives us clues about how to make material we want to teach 
more engaging and meaningful to chi ldren . The content of the great stories of 
the world helps to stimu late a range of basic capacities - intellectual, 
effective, moral - that can form a significant part of the foundation of 
education . (Primary Understanding ( 1988), p. 129; italics added) 

Narrative as a sense-making technique begins as poetic, even fantastic , but 
moves to "a more literal sense of the world and experience" as we develop a 

variety of ways in which thought will seek to conform with reality rather than 
shape it into story patterns. Not that the story-shaping will disappear, but . . . 
non-narrative structures will become increasingly important in making sense of 
the world and of experience . .. non-narrative sense-making techniques, such as 
li~ts, formulae, recipes, tables ... theories. (pp. 94-95) 

Thus, 

romantic understanding is compounded of a literal grasp on the particulars of 
the world and experience within a context that uses some of the significant 
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sense-mak ing fun ctions of the story form ... . So myth, in the sense used in the 
previous volume, does not leave us; rather, it is domesticated to reality. (p. l05) 
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In thi s way, we do justice to adolescents' knowing too: "We will then ensure 
that they do not merely internalize codes, but will bring them to life in the ir 
mind s by see ing what makes them hum a nly mea nin gfu l and humanly 
worthwhile" (p. 139). 

It is the adolescent's fascination with the extremes and limits of human 
experience and nature which makes plausible Egan's psychological thesis that 
romantic understanding is appropriate for the curriculum for 8 to 15 year-old 
students. "There results a kind of ambivalence that focuses attention on details 
of reality while also preserving an urge to transcend reality; an ambivalence also 
common in the works and lives of romantic poets and artists" (p. 111). Romantic 
thi s understanding is, then, for "self-definition is central to romance" and "it is 
indeed by knowledge of others and of the diversity of the world that we defi ne 
ourselves" (p. l lO) . 

That the late 18th and early 19th centuries should be characterized by writers 
sharing the romantic 

delight in the exot ic , em phas is o n individuali s m , revolt aga in st the 
conventional , stress on the importance of imaginati on, intox ication with the 
sublime in nature, intense inquiry about the self, resistance to order and reason, 
glorification of transcendent human qualities , and so on (p. I) . . . 

is not an accident but a product of the possibilities for communication entailed 
and made poss ible by the oral, written , and print traditions. "Not only was 
Romantici sm a product of printing in this view but so was the whole Industrial 
Revolution" (p. 73). There was "a protean inte ll ectual and emotional ferment" 
(p. 1) - it does remind one of ado lescence - which Egan wishes " to consider 
... in terms of the new inte ll ectual capacities that were generated within it, and 
. .. to characterize ... as far as possible in terms of the technical resources that 
were generated to a id thinking" (p. 2). Thu s, Romantici sm is not merely a 
rebellion against a print-bound literacy characteristic of the Enlightenment but 
"a decisive cultural achievement (p. 83) , " the insight that the 'springs of fancy' 
were the key to making reason serve human life" (p. 81) - nothing less than 
"discovering a key to harmony and balance in our cultural li ves" (p. 83). Two 
things are at issue: how and why "particular technologies influence thought in 
particular ways at particular times in particular circumstances" (p. 53) and "how 
profoundly or superficially literacy affects the mind" (p. 55). This fascinating 
story, while provocative, is probably less shocking to the prospective reader than 
the suggestion that it required or impli ed in add ition a theory of cultural 
recapitulation. That step in the argument is made plausible by the same basic 
epistemological and educational princip le which makes it poss ible to talk of 
romantic understanding at all , namely that narrative and nonnarrati ve structures 
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alike are sense-making techniques, an " imaginative search for meaning" (p. 
190). 

Education in thi s scheme, then, is the seque nti al accumul ation of the sense­
making capacities, and associated capacities lo communicate, available in our 
culture. This is a recapitulationary scheme because it embodies an argument 
that the seque nce in which these capac iti es ca n be acc umulated by the 
indi vidual reflects the sequence in which there were generated in our cultu ra l 
history. The tie between the two ... is located in the logical and psychological 
constraints that have influenced the historical generation of these capacities 
and that also constrain the sequence in which the individual can accumulate 
th.em. (p. 187, italics added) 

Readers may be reassured that thi s escapes the rather widespread ill repute 
into which recapitulation theories have tended to fa ll ; Egan defends the claim as 
arisi ng from any accou nt of "our cu ltural heritage as some kind of causa l 
sequence, which one can hardly avoid" (p. 185). 

The author concl udes with chapters on curriculum and teaching which show 
hi s use of the philosophical and psychological theses. Perhaps a truly great 
teacher can take almost any materi al, make it exc iting, and turn it to good 
educational ends. Egan is such a teacher, showing us how he would design a 
curricu lum from his particular views; it is important that children meet teachers 
who have such enthusiasms and interests . Any of us would be pleased to have 
the results for our children because they are so rich - a richness whose 
educational potential Egan shows well. I have the profoundest respect for Egan's 
work, for thi s project, and for the underlying philosophical principles; but I 
suspect that, even if those principles and the project itself were shown to be 
wrong, the interests and enthusiasms of a great teacher wou ld still come through. 
That was the original claim in Teaching as Story Telling (p. 115). 

The book is unfortunately marred by a few difficulties in production: the 
occasional nonagreement of subj ect and verb (e.g ., p. 240); the occasional 
wrong word (e.g., p. 234); an unclear reference to tabular material (p. 245); and, 
I think , one sentence which though grammatically correct cannot mean what it 
says (p. 248). Such are the perils of modern publishing. 
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