Jerome Bruner: ‘A [ife is a
work of art, probably the
greatest one we produce’

Jerome Bruner, one of the most
influential writers of our times in the
fields of psychology, culture and
education died aged 100 on June 5th
2016. His writing scored much more
than a century: it set up enduring
understandings about humanity.

His dynamic development started with
psychology but became more
extensive and more integrated,
especially with the concept of
narrative, and his own story illustrates the ideas and understandings as they
developed.

He was born on October 1st 1915 in New York City to Herman and Rose Bruner,
Polish Jewish immigrants. | hesitate to mention that because Jerry’s
research (1957) demonstrated that an introduction with such categories
leads our perceptions to continue them. Jerry never smoothly fitted other
people’s categories. He was born blind and didn’t have sight until the age
of two. | do not hesitate to mention that because Jerry has helped us see
so much. And he said “having my sight restored, made me sensitive to the
new”. His father died when he was 12, and his mother moved around USA.
After a secondary school experience in six high schools which he
described as “appalling”, he went to college (1933) and quickly achieved
first degree (1937), MA (1939) and PhD (1941).

His first publications from his first degree reflected the dominant fashion in
psychology at the time: experiments with rats. But he showed that shock
treatment could affect future learning. And Jerry crossed other
boundaries: he said last year “When | had a particularly bright rat, | would
take the rat home and give it to my children, and they’d become my
children’s pets around house. So they weren’t just laboratory animals”.
Similarly humans were not to be regarded just as simple responders to
stimulus, but as creators. In 1939 he went to Harvard where he was soon
working on an analysis of the previous 50 years of American psychology,
differentiating psychology for science's sake from psychology for society's
sake.

World War |l intervened: he worked in military intelligence analysing German
propaganda broadcasts: “I’'d got myself into the job because I'd been
turned down for the draft but that wasn’t going to stop me”. His doctoral
thesis in 1941 was entitled "A Psychological Analysis of International
Radio Broadcasts of Belligerent Nations" and led to analytic publications
on conflict and propaganda and his first book (1944) Mandate from the
People. It was important to him tackling the dynamics of division and
democracy in a new international context .

After the war he returned to Harvard saying “This was the place where the future
of psychology was being shaped”. His research demonstrated that human
perception was influenced by matters of value, as when 10 year-olds
judged high value coins to be 35% larger than cardboard discs of the



same size. For children from low-income households the effect was larger.
So our perception of the world is not a matter of accuracy. From there it
followed that “knowing” was how human beings get "beyond the
information given". “l guess my view is that knowing, getting to know the
world, is not just perceiving something; it’s constructing it”.

In 1952 he became professor of psychology. His book A Study of Thinking
(1956) portrayed human beings as strategic learners who work hard to
make sense of the world around them. A later emphasis of Bruner’s stance
was that “to gain insight requires ‘going meta’ ... that enables you to turn
around on yourself, to reflect upon your reflections”.

Following the Soviet Union's launch of Sputnik in 1957 a conference was held to
identify the problems of science education and to recommend solutions.
Bruner chaired it, and later published The Process of Education (1960)
which emphasised the importance of initiative and motivation to learn.
Learning is an active process in which learners construct new ideas or
concepts. The learner selects and transforms information, constructs
hypotheses, and makes decisions. “We concluded that any subject could
be taught in some honest form to any child at any stage in his
development.” This was a landmark book which led to much
experimentation and a broad range of educational programs in the 1960s.
It has been translated into nineteen languages and has sold more than
500,000 copies. “I confess that the book's initial reception and the
widespread comment it produced surprised me”. His later book Toward a
Theory of Instruction (1966) emphasised three elements of learner-centred
education: stimulate curiosity, develop competence, build community. He
also tackled the detail of curriculum development in Man: A Course Of
Study 1965. Films and other audio-visual materials were created to
support enquiries around three themes: What is human about human
beings? How did they get that way? How can they be made more so? This
made him no stranger to how politics were starting to control education:
“‘we found ourselves handily defeated in distributing MACOS to American
schools by fierce opposition sparked by the then Governor of California,
Ronald Reagan, who actively opposed its adoption in his home State”. He
was more successful in 1965 under the Lyndon Johnson government,
establishing the “HeadStart” pre-school provision.

In the early 1970s Bruner found Harvard conservative and took up an invitation
to join University of Oxford. He liked to tell the story of crossing the
Atlantic in his classic yawl “Wester Till”. A landfall in West Cork, led to his
getaway (and writing) cottage in Reenogreena.

At Oxford the focus on early years continued with the PreSchool Research
Group "That was taken up by Lady Plowden in her battles with the then
minister for education, Margaret Thatcher". But there was considerable
disagreement with the experimental psychologists at Oxford, and he
returned to Harvard in 1979.

The 1980s brought the “narrative turn”, where Jerry highlighted thinking, self-
knowledge and culture as the human use of story. His book Actual Minds,
Possible Worlds has 14,000 citations. And having earlier clarified that one
of the unique properties of humans is their ability to think about their
thinking, and learn about their learning he later (1998) published on
humans’ stories about their stories. “Typically we tell ourselves about our
own Self and about other Selves in the form of a story”. At age 84 Jerry
published on narratives of aging. “A life is a work of art, probably the



greatest one we produce”. Most recently he analysed processes of law
from this perspective.

His approach to developing ideas was explicit and engaging in his writing and
lecturing. For example “Life as narrative” (1987) started with “/ would like
to try out an idea that may not be quite ready, indeed may not be quite
possible. But | have no doubt it is worth a try. It has to do with the nature
of thought”. More recently at an Oxford event which included naming a
building after him, the 92 year-old steps lightly onto the platform of a
crowded lecture theatre, and begins "This afternoon, I'd like to try out
another idea for the future”.

In the 1990s Jerry identified worrying trends. In Acts of Meaning he argued that
the ‘cognitive revolution’ had now gone wrong because it moved from the
image of humans as ‘meaning-makers’ to that of ‘information-processors’,
and that led psychology away from the deeper objective of understanding
mind as a creator of meanings. In Culture of Education he said “education
is not an island, but part of the continent of culture”. And he analysed “folk
pedagogy”, the stereotypical ideas about how learning happens, many of
which are active today, including in the acts of politicians. “Debates have
been so focused on performance and standards that they have mostly
overlooked the means by which teachers and pupils alike go about their
business in real-life classrooms -- how teachers teach and how pupils
learn”. He visited progressive classrooms, and analysed four crucial
ideas: agency, reflection, collaboration, and culture.

| had contact with Jerry (as anyone who met him soon knew him as) and
meetings to talk about learning - and life. Reaching 100 was “nifty”: in a
recent email about it Jerry said “I find it both enlivening and thought
provoking”.

At each stage his perspective became richer and more comprehensive. Some
say “Jerry was also a trailblazing figure in a multitude of other fields.” But
Bruner’s stance offers meaningful connection between those fields. Those
who best understand him have described his “deeply consecutive career”.
He has been influential across the world and has nearly half a million
mentions on the internet.

It's a story of a wonderful human being who knew that what is wonderful about
human beings is their storying. The story will continue, but from this point
on Jerry is immortal.

Chris Watkins

University of London Institute of Education

www.chriswatkins.net

web version: https://ioelondonblog.wordpress.com/2016/07/13/jerome-bruner-a-
life-1s-a-work-of-art-probably-the-greatest-one-we-produce/
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Of the 300 (English language) references that I have for Bruner, they span 75 years:



12

10

I’m confident the variation reflects more about publishers than about Jerry, but 75 years of
publication and NO zero years!!

Videos on-line (English language)

Bruner 2014 How does teaching influence learning?.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aljvAuXqghds
Bruner 2013 Inside the Psychologist's Studio
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xxn6IpAJEz8
Bruner 2013 The challenge of psychology's future.mp4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A9wbV2bDGVo
Bruner 2012 Inside the Academy- Jerome 'Jerry' Bruner
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KtQJeWJrSUE

Arizona State University http://insidetheacademy.asu.edu/jerome-jerry-bruner also at

Part 1- The Gang on Seneca Street  https://vimeo.com/album/1801724/video/34922804

Part 2- 'Developing a Sense of the Possible' https://vimeo.com/album/1801724/video/34921682
Part 3- A Bicycle Riding Intellectual https://vimeo.com/album/1801724/video/34791446

Part 4- A Meeting of the Minds https://vimeo.com/album/1801724/video/34789669




