Education, Psychoanalysis, and Social Transformation
Series Editors:
jan jagodzinski, University of Alberta
Mark Bracher, Kent State University
The purpose of this series is to develop and disseminate psychoanalytic and psychotherapeutic knowledge—including knowledge derived from cognitive science, neuroscience, new
emotion studies, and other emerging fields—that can help educators in their pursuit of
three core functions of education:
1. facilitating student learning,
2. fostering students’ personal development, and
3. promoting prosocial attitudes, habits, and behaviors in students (i.e., those opposed
to poverty, inequality, ethnocentrism, nationalism, racism, sexism, heterosexism, violence, substance abuse, etc.).
Psychoanalytic knowledge can help educators realize these aims of education by providing
crucial understanding of:
1. the emotional and cognitive capabilities that are necessary for students to be able to
learn, to develop, and to engage in prosocial behavior,
2. the motivations that drive such learning, development, and behaviors,
3. the motivations that produce antisocial behaviors as well as resistance to learning and
development, and
4. the principles, techniques, and practices of intervention that promote the development
of optimal emotional and cognitive capabilities.
Such understanding can enable educators to develop pedagogical strategies, techniques, and
practices to help students overcome psychological impediments to learning and development as well as to the adequate and fair assessment of other individuals and groups. By
offering an understanding of the motivations and the emotional and cognitive deficiencies
that cause some of our most severe social problems—including poverty, inequality, crime,
violence, substance abuse, and prejudice—together with knowledge of the types of interventions through which these psychological impediments can be corrected, books in this series
will contribute to the reduction and prevention of such problems, a task that education is
increasingly being called upon to assume.
Radical Pedagogy: Identity, Generativity, and Social Transformation
By Mark Bracher
Teaching the Rhetoric of Resistance: The Popular Holocaust and Social Change in a
Post 9/11 World
By Robert Samuels
Television and Youth Culture: Televised Paranoia
By jan jagodzinski
Psychopedagogy: Freud, Lacan, and the Psychoanalytic Theory of Education
By K. Daniel Cho

New Media, Cultural Studies, and Critical Theory after Postmodernism: Automodernity from
Zizek to Lacalu
By Robert Samuels
Visual Art and Education in an Era of Designer Capitalism: Deconstructing the Oral Eye
By jan jagodzinski
A Deleuzian Approach to Curriculum: Essays on a Pedagogical Life
By Jason J. Wallin
A Therapeutic Approach to Teaching Poetry: Individual Development, Psychology, and
Social Reparation
By Todd O. Williams
Resistance to Learning: Overcoming the Desire Not to Know in Classroom Teaching
By Marshall Wise Alcorn Jr.

R e si sta nc e to L e a r n i ng
O v e rcom i ng t h e D e si r e N o t t o K now
i n C l a s sro om T e ac h i ng

M a r sh a ll Wise Alcor n Jr.

RESISTANCE TO LEARNING

Copyright © Marshall Wise Alcorn Jr., 2013.
Softcover reprint of the hardcover 1st edition 2013 978-1-137-00285-3
All rights reserved.
First published in 2013 by
PALGRAVE MACMILLAN®
in the United States—a division of St. Martin’s Press LLC,
175 Fifth Avenue, New York, NY 10010.
Where this book is distributed in the UK, Europe and the rest of the world,
this is by Palgrave Macmillan, a division of Macmillan Publishers Limited,
registered in England, company number 785998, of Houndmills,
Basingstoke, Hampshire RG21 6XS.
Palgrave Macmillan is the global academic imprint of the above companies
and has companies and representatives throughout the world.
Palgrave® and Macmillan® are registered trademarks in the United States,
the United Kingdom, Europe and other countries.
ISBN 978-1-349-43397-1

ISBN 978-1-137-31856-5 (eBook)

DOI 10.1057/9781137318565
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Alcorn, Marshall W., 1949–
Resistance to Learning : overcoming the desire not to know in
classroom teaching / Marshall Alcorn.
pages cm.—(Education, psychoanalysis, and social transformation)
Includes bibliographical references and index.
1. Educational psychology. 2. Education, Higher. I. Title.
LB1051.A3725 2013
370.15—dc23

2013011570

A catalogue record of the book is available from the British Library.
Design by Newgen Knowledge Works (P) Ltd., Chennai, India.
First edition: September 2013
10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

To the next generation: Jewell and Jasmine Alcorn,
Austin and Tyler Alcorn, Skye and Sean Alcorn

This page intentionally left blank

C on t e n t s

Preface: On Gaps, Pauses, and Silences in Coming to Know

ix

Acknowledgments

xi

One

The Emotional Demands of Information
Assimilation
Two
The Psychology and Biology of the Desire
Not to Know
Three Symptomatic Fixation, Emotion, and
Social Alliance
Four Academic Allegiance and Attacks on Linking
Five
Information Relays and the Touched Nerves of
Global Injustice

1
43
93
125
153

Bibliography

179

Index

187

This page intentionally left blank
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“There are poetic reversals like this in life, is my point. There are pauses
between knowing and understanding. Pauses in which we wait for
delayed news about ourselves to spark along the sagging wires.”
—Amity Gaige, Schroder

Amity Gaige’s novel features a character, Schroder, who is interested in the various words that demarcate gaps between ongoing
links of thought. Periods, for example, mark the end of a sentence
where a reader digests what has been said and prepares for a new sentence. In particular instances of speech, one can notice a longer gap
between sentences. Here, in this longer gap, we may describe our
recognition of a pause. Pauses reveal a certain slowness in the digestive process of thought. Pauses are not gaps marked by periods but
by temporal delays in the mind’s assimilation of thought. Pauses,
though they are empty spaces, may in fact be meaningful in and of
themselves. Pauses introduce the idea that something additional is
going on between two linked sentences. Something more is present
to a thinking mind than the verbal representation of the sentences
might suggest. In addition to pauses, there are gaps still longer and
more potent. A long pause becomes at some point registered as a
“silence.” When we notice silence, it often speaks volumes. Silence
can be “telling,” but it can also be invisible.
This book is an attempt to make visible what is often invisible in
those “pauses in which we wait for delayed news about ourselves to
spark along the sagging wires” (Gaige, 125). Between “knowing and
understanding” are complex and usually invisible processes of mind
that allow “knowing” to become marked as “understanding.” This
book is about something I have termed “the emotional assimilation
of thought,” and its opposite “the desire not to know.” I am not
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happy with the terms I have chosen, but I am seeking a language to
slow down and observe what may not be seen.
Some sentences and their busy ideas connect quickly and easily.
It can be a joy to read lively prose, with its rich implication of more
enjoyment to come. Some words, however, make us pause. They
require “emotional work.” Some sentences stop us in our tracks. The
emotional work of these thoughts may seem unbearable. This book
is an attempt to honor and give respect to these last two categories.
The pause between knowing and understanding may be small,
almost imperceptible in recognition. And yet often everything
depends on this link—a link that may well fail rather than succeed. Michelle Masse has recently argued that teachers must learn to
work “within the suspended liminal time of knowing/not knowing”
(Masse, 2011) This book offers approximately 200 pages of commentary that seeks to understand and more carefully attend to this
suspended liminal time, a time of pauses, silences, and reverie.
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American literary critic and rhetorician Stanley Fish has argued that
people are not significantly moved by the use of evidence in reasoning. A dramatic example is Fish’s denial of the usefulness of evidence
in proving the historical validity of the Holocaust. In a review of the
April 2000 London court case between eminent Emory historian
Deborah Lipstadt and “Holocaust denier” David Irving, Fish argued
that it was incorrect of Lipstadt to “rest her case” upon an apparent
distinction between “irrefutable evidence” and “myth, rationality,
and bigotry” (Fish 2001, 500). Lipstadt was sued by Irving because
she claimed that he had distorted historical evidence. Fish does not
deny that Irving and his group belong to the “radical right and the
lunatic left.” He does deny that something like “irrefutable evidence”
can exist and have force to influence thought.
For Fish, thought, in essence, is not an act of reason, but a repetition of belief. Evidence cannot change thought, because thought
always begins repetitively as an interpretive bias toward evidence.
“True belief does not emerge from reason’s chain; rather true belief—
and false belief too—configure reason’s chain and determine in
advance what will be seen as reasonable and what will be recognized
as evidence” (Fish 2001, 501).
Gary Olson and Lynn Worsham represent Fish’s argument by
asserting that for Fish it is not the case that “seeing is believing.”
Instead the relation between evidence and reasoning works in
reverse. We do not observe the world and then believe what we see.
We have beliefs and we then observe or hallucinate the truth of our
beliefs in our observation of the world. In this case “believing is
seeing” (Olson and Worsham 2004, 149). We invest the world with
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properties it does not have in order to confirm our beliefs. The world
may be full of information, but most people ignore or dismiss whatever they find uncomfortable to think about. A strong reading of
Fish would suggest that humans routinely falsify evidence through
hallucination.
Fish’s claims about evidence, reason, and the possibilities of
education have been widely attacked, but also reluctantly acknowledged. An uncomfortably strong argument supporting Fish’s claims
regarding hallucinatory evidence can now be made by way of medical research. New tools for examining the brain’s structure and biology offer us a picture of it being slow to recognize and accommodate
new information. Information taken into memory may be stored in
various areas of the brain without being made available to problemsolving centers. In this book I will I call this problem a “desire not
to know.” I will examine concrete examples that illustrate the truth
of Fish’s claim about evidence. My general argument, however, has
two parts. First, I will give careful attention to how particular minds
resist evidence. Second, I will suggest that failures in the use of evidence are not as hopeless as Fish contends. People can indeed be
brought made to abandon hallucinations and make use of “irrefutable facts.” This integration of evidence, however, is not through the
work of reason, but through the “work” of emotion. This book will
shift between neurological accounts of the mind and close observations of particular minds in order to support a case for the primacy
of emotion in the development of an educated mind. My emphasis
will be upon classroom teaching in the liberal arts and the role emotion plays in the processing of thought.
I begin my discussion with a remarkable set of experiments developed by V. S. Ramachandran, director of the Center for Brain and
Cognition at the University of California, San Diego. Ramachandran
has made major contributions to the study of phantom limb phenomenon, visual processes, and cognitive function. Trained as a
medical doctor, he became interested in a medical condition termed
anosognosia in which an individual is unable to recognize that a part
of their body is paralyzed. Anosognosia, he writes, “is an extraordinary syndrome about which almost nothing is known. The patient
is obviously sane in most respects yet claims to see her lifeless limb
springing into action” (Ramachandran 1999, 131). Ramachandran’s
patients, like the true believers of Fish’s discourse communities, can
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make no use of “irrefutable information.” Fish does not explain why
this apparently psychotic behavior exists; Ramachandran does. Fish
does not believe this apparently psychotic behavior can be remedied.
Ramachandran demonstrates how it can.
In the chapters that follow I will pursue a very traditional theme,
the problem of human rationality, but I hope to address this problem
from a very new perspective. Like many I do not believe that rationality can be systematically defined. There are many different kinds
of rationality for many different kinds of discourses and human
communities. In this book, rationality is meaningful only in terms
of a simple criterion. Can a mind, seeking to solve a problem, make
use of information perceived as relevant to that problem? Patients
suffering from anosognosia will, Ramachandran shows, reach out to
grasp a tray with a glass of water, assume that both arms work, and
watch perplexed as the tray and glass fall on the floor.
This book will show many examples of minds responding to pertinent information by first “witnessing” and then subsequently “forgetting” information. These minds (even the anosognosia patients, I
will show) first take a step to “recognize” information, and then take
a second step to “contain” this information, and yet in the next step
of thought, these same minds—owing to fear, anxiety, or dissociation—will forget, dismiss, or deny the information that was initially
accepted. This step-by-step response to possibilities for problem
solving is described by Fish as “chains of reason” and by clinical
literature as the “linking” of thought representations. My intent is
not to police or enforce some particular definition of rationality, but
rather to observe and understand how minds fail to develop linked
thoughts they themselves initiate to solve problems.
Since Plato the Western world has represented the mind as a spacious interiority capable of infinitely subtle and flexible formulations of rational thought and imagination. This heroic mind is the
subject of Plato’s Phaedrus and has been the human mind imagined by science since the dawn of the Enlightenment. This naturally
empowered rational mind has the capacity to take human progress
to unimagined ends and is impaired only by the polluting presence
of emotion and passion.
A different understanding of the human mind is now emerging. Ramachandran’s work, along with many other research studies in many fields, supports Stanley Fish’s claim that “believing is
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seeing.” People will invent evidence to support belief before they will
adjust belief in response to evidence. Ramachandran describes how
patients with anosognosia will “see” their paralyzed arms perform
multiple and complex actions while these same arms are in fact lying
lifeless at their sides. And they will maintain these claims even when
the doctor is present to point to a useless limb and argue with their
own improbable observations. These patients seem sane in every
respect, but they apparently hallucinate the use of immobile arms.
Ramachandran argues, surprisingly, that these patients are representative of the human capacity for denial.
There are two qualities in this narrative of hallucinating anosognosia patients that are particularly noteworthy for teachers. First,
these people seem sane in every respect. You could talk to these
people about many things, find them logical and thoughtful, and
never suspect that in relation to one issue, one that is very important to their lives, they literally cannot see the hand in front of their
nose. In respect to this one truth claim, they are utterly incapable
of not only “reason” but also reporting the truth of perception itself.
Second, within this one very restricted field of vision that helps
define, if not their belief system, at least their sense of emotional
security, they will rely upon and defend the most unimaginable and
“psychotic” verbal assertions with a fluent production of “thought”
and ideation that they themselves seem to experience as absolutely
persuasive.
Ramachandran was intrigued with these patients because he
could not initially really believe what he saw. When Stanley Fish
describes the beliefs of Holocaust deniers, or “true believers,” we
do not get a careful representation of a particular mind involved in
an act of thinking. This failure of focus impedes our understanding. Ramachandran’s work offers a more accurate account of Fish’s
most unsettling ideas. Minds do refute facts, but the ground of such
refutation, while emotional, is also responsive to developmental
integration.
Ramachandran’s interest in the “unthinkable” denials of the
clearly “irrefutable evidence” of paralysis led him to pursue a number of experiments. He sought to grasp the basic principles of the
response. Is such denial biological or psychological? On the one
hand, there was evidence to support the idea that the condition was
the result of purely biological malfunctions in the brain. And yet, on
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the other hand, he found that these apparently “biological” instances
of denial could be remedied by “psychological” procedures that did
not repair any biological malfunction.
Over time Ramachandran came to feel that his work with these
patients represented the universal drama of human denial: “Watching
these patients is like observing human nature through a magnifying lens: I’m reminded of all aspects of human folly and of how
prone to self-deception we all are” (Ramachandran 1999, 130). If
Ramachandran is right that “we”—students and teachers—exhibit
these seemingly crazy instances of denial, what does this mean for
education? What does it mean for democracy? Should teachers think
differently about students “resistant” to fact and reason? These are
the themes this book will explore.
Everyday Unimaginable Stupidity
I have come to believe that the denial we see in Ramachandran’s
anosognosia patients represents a huge, but generally dismissed
dimension of everyday social life. We could call this practice “everyday unimaginable stupidity.” This is stupidity on such an enormous
scale that those of us who observe it are not fully able to comprehend
it. We see it, and then, because it defeats our ability to make sense of
it, cannot contain it. In the realm of law, medicine, education, politics, and personal relations, crucial information is routinely denied,
forgotten, or dismissed. This fact by itself is disturbing, but even
more disturbing is our general tendency to not recognize the consequences and the implications of the denials that take place.
If one is attentive to the kind of “thinking” formulated by patients
with anosognosia, one soon begins to question the essential nature of
what we think of as “the mind.” In one particular example a woman
with a paralyzed arm denies that the arm that is attached to her
body is her own arm. The doctor grasps the woman’s lifeless left arm
and holds it in front of her eyes. “Whose arm is this?” he asks the
woman. She claims it is her brother’s arm.
What we observe in this encounter is an extended dialogic engagement with a “mind” that does not perform the way we expect it to.
On the one hand, this mind is fully present to talk to the doctor.
There is nothing to indicate anything mentally “wrong” with the
speaker. On the other hand, this mind’s ability to observe the world
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and talk about what it sees is severely compromised. At key points
in the flow of “thought” the patient has no apparent awareness of
logical language or simple rules of perception. What is this mind
doing?
There are, of course, a number of purely rational problems associated with the patient claiming that the arm attached to her shoulder
belongs to her brother. First, we are told that her brother lives in
Texas and she is in a hospital in Oxford, England. Second, this arm
is attached to her own body.
A mind should be responsive to the clear and “irrefutable evidence” of sense logic, and verbal continuity. A mind should take
responsibility for this evidence: If you are carrying an arm attached to
your shoulder, it is logically your own arm. Such apparently abstract
and ineffectual rational claims, however, have no influence on the
patient’s thought. Whatever evidence the doctor formulates to convince her that her arm is her own, she dismisses easily. This evidence
has no effect on the confidence of her reasoning. Ramachandran
asks her how she knows it is her brother’s arm. She has a completely
convincing answer: “Because it is big and hairy.”
Ramachandran observes: “To listen to a patient deny ownership
of her arm and yet, in the same breath, admit that it is attached to
her shoulder is one of the most perplexing phenemonena that one
can encounter as a neurologist” (1999, 132–133).
Such denial is indeed perplexing, but it is not so uncommon.
Similar (though not quite so dramatic) examples of outright denial
of observed “real world” evidence occur frequently. Psychologist
Daniel Goleman argues that we deflect psychological pain by
keeping uncomfortable thoughts out of our minds. “The brain’s
basic design,” he argues, “offers a prototype of how we handle pain
of all sorts, including psychological distress and social anxieties”
(Goleman 1985, 29).
Some examples of information repudiation, however, seem difficult to explain in terms of the threat of pain. In the 1980s two
researchers tested how well students in a first year college physics
course learned basic concepts (Halloun and Hestenes 1985). They
postulated that “common sense” understandings of motion were
very different from Newtonian understandings of motion; and
they wanted to see how well introductory courses in college physics
changed these students’ common sense understandings. What they

