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. DEPARTMENT OF HISTORY

Mr, T, Leonard Mikulss
11 Csatherdal Strset
Annapelis, Maryland

Dasar Lesnard,
T should apoléagize fer my delay in answering your neta of
26 January, but since you are wsll acquainted wlth the acadsnlc .
rat-race of oral and other examinatiens in which we live at this .
time of year, L shall not try to justify my delay. You asked for
a copy of the spsech I gave at the Local chapter of the Amsrican Studles
Aasepciation in Novembars . Unfortunatsly, I do not ever write out -
such lectures and thus have ne ceopy, but I shall give.you the gist
of 1t, because There should be a recerd of it for my awn files as .
wall, ' ST '
The title was "Changing cognitive systems as & unifying technique
in Amsrican Studles". oI 'seught te show that histerical changes
in ths cognitive systems of Amasricans would provide a hslpful
mathed for unifying the study ef American histery, literaturs and
philosophy, which 1s the aim of the association. My intersst in
the subjuct arsse frem a 1ife-long study of cognitive systems of
man thruesut hlstory. . : ' =
A cegnitive system could be definsd thus:. every paopls, in ordasr
to think about its exparisnces and te communicats absut then, mush
structurs thess sxperisnces. At a miniman this prascsss masans that
the culturs imposes en its experisnces a system of cabvegoriss and a
syatem of values for thase categories. Thus a system of cognition
consists ef categorizatlon and valuation applled te axparisncs. Since
exparisnce is sxistential in the ssnse that it is dynamlc and unlcus, i
with ssech event sccurring at a spscific peint in time, spacs, avstractiony
socisk and personal,context,-and.can be undsrstood in intarler cen- A
sciousnsss and communicated to othsrs enly if It is classlfliad inte
soms kind of classificatioen, such & cognitive sustem ls necsssary L
man is to be human in the sensa that he 1a both aware and comiiunlcatlvse
with eothers. Yet, becauas that cognitiva system 1s sub jective and con-
vantional {within the secisal and linguistic system which creatad ;&
1t becomss the frams-work within which the peeple of that socletly
_ experience 1ife and 1t is a scr=sning barrier, which prevents themn
frem experiencing thoss things for which no prevision exists within
their cognitive asystem. AT times thia means that & cognltive system
becemss a barrier te thoas expariencss which ars nacessary to ths
very basic needs af humans, and the mambers of the secistyy abandon
thair socisty's cognitive aystem, leaving it as an untenantsd culture,
as the Christlans and othars did with Classical culturs in ths period
frem AD 200 te. 950, when a totally new cegnitive ( bpasad on hiasrarchy
and quite differsnt valuss) replacsd the dualiztic and paralyssd
cognltive gystem of Classicism. In turn,tbes Western cognlitive aystam
bscame ossified about 1300, and was unsbls to continua on ln its growt
along the linss of Western 11fe as smbodied in the inmtrinsic paturs eof
+hs Christian rsvelation, and turnsd. back to ths Claszslcal exampla,
whose inability to deal with the basic human problems had bsen fully
revesalsd a thousand years bafers. (The mark eof this return 1z to bs
sesn.in such events as the turn o Roman law, tha refusal te gs on
to philesophic nominalism from modsrate realism .., 1. ~-. the 5
failure te escape frem ths innibiting influsnce of twe vatued Grask !cgg;y
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whnich mads 1t impossibls to introduce motion and changs into ths Wastern
vistlon of reality and thus led to ths struggle with Galllsosnd, abeve all,
witnh Darwin, and the introduction of duallty and absolutism into tha
madisval pluraliss relativism). _ ' e

A cognitive system structures reality and thuz limits human-
experisncs within that culturs, se that ths members of that culturs
cannot bacoms awarso, thnink aoout, or cemmunicats sbout what 1s excluded.
On the whole,individuals socialized in & .cultures do not deal wlth actuality
at all but dsal with thalr secisty®s cegnitlve system 's structuring eof
sctuality, This procass 1s established in any individual chiefly through
adopting the languags of hls culture, since any language has an unsitated
assumed cognitive implled in it. For axample’Eurbpaan:languages, by
organizing action into past-presssnt-future in’ the verd system makesz time
and this structuring of time part of the process by which thess langiags-
usars structure expsrience. On thesother hang, Bantu-apsakers usa verb ;
systems bassd on completsd and uncompleted actlon., Ws now structurs times -
into twe (Grsek 2-valued loglc again), past and futurs, withuaithe
present simply the dimenfSionlass division batwaen thazs two, but the Bantu
structurss time with a broad @xtended duration of the pressnt, & falrly
long past, but an almost dimenflonleas future. As a result,the futurs-
prafersnce of our value-system (under which we .are preparsd to maks almost
any prssent sacrifice for the sake of soms hypoyhstical faturs bsnsfit:

, this is at the base of our religious system and from it came the bass
for saving and capital-accumulation in our sconomic system) is not
compatible with ths present prsfersnce of tha Bantu, or ths averags Amsrican
urban negro, so that our social and ecenomic way of 1life cannet be ’
exported to oither of them. :

In a similar way, ws dlvide the single continuum of coleor in ths-
rainbow inteo 6 divisiens with grssn and blus as separats colors, and we,
from our background in s temperats well-watersd climats sss 3 bsauntiful
scens a3 a contrast of gresns and bluss, EsEEEEENSy travelling thsuszmndas
2" milsa ta,ses a view which consists of four bandiof thase: B a fors-
ground of grssn, probably the naarasr shors of a laksy a band of blus,wwaillr;
bayond that (which in a pleturs will be highar) a band of green {probably
ths farther shors. of the laks) and, abovs thak, the blus sky. Thus a
beautiful scens to us is four bandidof alternating green and blua, but te
an African (or a Navahos) this would bes dull, since it would be all ons
color,and his idea of bsauty consists of cont¥asis in ths lengsr-wavs
end of the spsctrum {red-orange-ysllowsbrown) whors he dividss up tho
spectrum inte smallsr and more numsrous divisions than we doe.

In a similar way,we divids ths continuum of statasz of watsr into
five {ice, snow, slush, watar, steam), whiles the Esquimo dividss snow
alone inteo about 52 divisions basad on what 1t i3 adapted to in his
cultursd usage. Thus whsn he looks at snow hs doss not sse what ws seas,
just as ws in DC. do not ses ths asame thing as the man in Stows, Vermont,
sass, when we look at snow, altho we do ¥ss thas sams word for 1lt.

" The dimen3ions to which a soclsty's cognitivs system is appllad
ars numsrous and includs, as wsll as thoss mentioned, spacs, naturs, human
naturs (such as body and seul or body-smotlons-rsason, etc.), security and
many othsra. In ths middle agss we dividad the individual 1ife cycls inbo
only two parts (Grask two-valued logic again): child and adulbt, with the
division about 3 ysara. Teoday the most lmporiant stags is adolescance,

which the middls agss did noet recognize at all, (Ses Philipps Arida' paper-
back "Centuriss of Childhsod"). Today we have st least 8 or 9 stages, like

many African tribss whaere thess are instititionalizsd often with c¢risis or .
initiatlon cersmonles as transition polnts, - -

Ths study of thsss changsas would provids = unifying principls for

Amepican studlss, espscially if we recognizs %that our incraasin%ly complex

sozial structure is creating differsnt cognitive systems for the varlous

classss. Shifts both in astructuring time and space (such as shiftifrom tha
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agricultural year and the farmer?s day, both bassd on the sun, to our
abstract division of tims for urban, commarcial, futurs prafsrencs living
(a changs which ths rural negre cannot make wlth facility, espscially

- with nis African backgrouad), and ths shlft from human experisnca to
relations with objects eor abstractlions from the oldsr amphasis on
rslations with naturs and the recant emphasis on Infsr-psrsonal relatlons
{ sgain, a movemant toward an African form of lifs pattsrn) amongz our
young psople. In this procass beth naturs and wsather have bsen drivsn
fartnsr from immadiats human expsrience, and the effort to rscapture
theas has bacoms ons of ths chisf aims of the new leisuras.

Tha Visien wnich wes oncs had of the American elaas structurs has
changsd stsadily, most recently from a ladder to a kind of planstary
gystem centarsad on govarn,powar.

Most of eur litsrsturs frem about 1900 to abeut 1940 was an ,
attack on the middls-class cognitiva system (future prefersncs, endlessly
sxpandible material demand, external, material status symbels, psycnic
anaxisty, etc.), but sincs 1940 most of our literaturs has bssn simply a
verbalization outside our cognitivs system and outsids of middle-clasas.
valuas, as proteat against thess and as a rejsction of all the cognltive
structurs which makes thought and cemmunication possibls within eur
socliety. Thils bagan with the pralse of violence in social Darwinism and
works such as Soral's Rafliactions on Vielsnca, It culminatsd in ths
thagtre of ths Absurd and ths mszninglsszs pagbry and painting -of today,
which rsject msaning by rs jecting all conbtaxt, : "

This rathsr chastic flood of idess, some of which ars undoubbedly
obscuras bscauss thewars tao briefly stated, will give you some idea of
the value of the study eof changing cognitivs systema in American studias,
I could sum up thsss usses in fivs hsadings: '

_ 1. As a unifying method for American astudles, sinee all would havs
to analyss in terms of sxperisncs, categories, and symbols.

2. as a mathod for studying soclal changs by studylng ths procsss by
which individuals ara secializsad in American soclety In various times,
Including ths uss of sucly underused sources as educational hiastory, _
history of the family, ths rols of literaturs as beth a reflexion of o+
1ifs snd a sPbstitute for living, and ths vsrbalizetlon of phllesophy, a3
as well as providing & new approach teo  innevatlion in Amsrican 1life, 3
espacially the process by which each genaration re jects -at least part of
its parents' outleok. - o , | s E e 2

31, a3 s tachniqns for getting banind all cognitive systems to the actuality
éf human sexperisncs, - = _ ; - - _ &
. as & technigus for obtaining originality in‘schelarly works, since
the "originality" of most:of ‘these does not rsat in any new discoveries
but in expressing in new cognitive terms old actualitiss. '

5. as a valuable tachnigue for dealing with American social problaas,

suchk as peverty, racial issuss, er war and peacs, mest of whilch ara rootad

in epistemological failurss,.

Pleass excuss the hasts and errors ef this letter. I havs ne
stenegraphic help and I work poerly on a machins. Te reduss errors Itll
sand you a Zerox cop¥. - . s :

Bsst wishes to you and to Robsrta; I am glad that you are .
enjoying semi-retirsment. : y . '

Very truly, : 2; f;?e ,é -
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