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DIALECTS AND PARADIGMS OF SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF
KNOWLEDGE

Ahu Tuncel and Giincel Onkal

Maliepe University, Turkey.

Contrary to classical epistemology, social epistemology - which asserts to be a representation
of a contemporary understanding of epistemology for reconsidering the knowing activity as a
shared experience between subjects, culture and different cognitive processes - mostly aims to
leave the discussion about the possibility of certain and /or objective knowledge. The
philosophical interest of social epistemology mainly concentrates on the determining a
criterion for validity of this new sort of knowledge which is composed by beliefs, values and
different point of views rather than approving truth claims of classical knowledge. In this
relation, that is to say social epistemology rules out according to this criterion as a postulate
and tries to conceive us that there is no longer need for classical epistemology and classical
tension between object and subject for the sake of knowing truth. The multicultural, inter-
subjective, tolerant paradigm of social epistemology indicates us that there is not any absolute
truth and centralism for reality. By that, all truth claims depend upon historical and social
processes; concepts are considered as common-sense, truths as validity, belief and values as
coincidences.

Keywords: Social epistemology, Truth, Politics of knowledge, Multiculturalism.

Introduction

The leading problem of history of philosophy is to consider the other’s authority in knowledge.
“The other” is the one who determines the whole relation of knowing something and/or
somebody since the other is well related to knowing activity regarding those aspects: Firstly, the
other becomes the owner of particular criteria in terms of inter-subjectivity and objectivity.
Secondly, the other represents a sort of reality in his’her own knowing activity. The
epistemological status of the other is a permanent challenge through the history of classical
epistemology. However, classical epistemology insists on defending the possibility of an
objective knowledge in spite of inter-subjective one. In contrary to this framework social
epistemology claims that the validity of knowledge can be constructed free from truth seeking.
The interest of social epistemology mainly concentrates on the determining a criterion for
validity of this new sort of knowledge which is composed by beliefs, values and different point
of views rather than approving truth claims of classical knowledge. That is to say, social
epistemology reconsiders the knowing activity as a shared experience between subjects, culture
and different cognitive processes.

Thus, dialects and the paradigms of social construction of reality are now for generating a
validation tool for a compromising medium in multicultural global world of knowledge. The
universal abstraciness of world beyond concreteness diverse particulars has been heavily
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discussed in epistemology, ontology, and other branches of social theories by intellectuals for
eras. However, the only reality that we all commonly can hold is the social existence of
individual as the only concreteness. The tension between objective and subjective, here, becomes
the gap between universal and particular meaning of reality. Each content as a “social”
construction has to include a content of consciousness which deduces from views, culture, values
and beliefs.

This paper follows a discussion about the new dialects and paradigms of the social
construction of knowledge regarding social epistemology and multiculturalism. The framework
rather emphasizes the role of “social” against “individual”.

Renunciation of Centralism

Derrida begins his analysis of metaphysics mainly by critique of the “concept” itself. For
Derrida, concept is a result of a quite closed system and thus concepts such as substance,
essence, idea, etc. never signify a meaning in terms of its central position. In other words
concepts cannot be understood in themselves. Acccording to this perspective philosophers have
to study in periphery of reality instead of the core of reality. In this new world order the source
of order is equal to refuse centralism. Centralism (of reality) is no longer valid since the order is
no more constructed by the truth itself but by relations and the logic of eclectics based on those
relations. The relative order of anti-centralism, as a myth, does not indicate an “absolute truth”
which would be available for approving the subject of knowledge, the knower.

In Derrida’s criticism, Western Metaphysics have been trying to reconcile the oppositions by
dialectics. To illustrate, Plato’s philosophy is dedicated to construct a relation between doxa and
episteme through subordinating the sensible ones to the considerable ones. In Derridian analysis,
central structure of truth detection becomes a game theory and gets free from its absolute,
motionless position. As a result, all certain knowledge, metaphysical truth as the foundation of
our faith, and also the truth itself as adequacy mention a language game and a discursive
dynamic.

The transformation of knowledge from absoluteness research to language game terminates
the trustworthiness the tradition of Descartes’ Cartesian Modernity. Objective knowledge is not
solely a commodity of classical epistemology it rather becomes a production of discursive
paradigm. In this perspective, knowledge becomes equal to particular comments which are
defined by paradigms.

When the deconstruction of absolute truth seeking is left to modernity, individuals face to an
epistemological dominance of social constitutions. The motivation of social constitutions is
about to moderate and to control the various comments and partial information crumbs. The
rationality of institutions of states is a result of philosophical discourse. As Marx notes,
knowledge as ideology finally carries moral values to the personal opinions sphere.

This reality is extremely voiced by Nietzsche and he says social structures do not belong to
truth values but particular values of relevant historical periods. For Nietzsche the existence of an
absolute truth cannot be assumed in religion, in science and in morality because he thinks that
scientific truth as a constant value is fable. And every fable as a particular comment does not
carry higher value than to be an ordinary comment between many historical comments.

For Nietzsche, we should not be advocators of modernity since modernity defeats the
possible different comments on world and the subjective understandings for the sake of
preserving universality and objectivity. In short for Nietzsche truth seeking is a part of ideology
and all academics and scientists are spokesmen of ideology.
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Foucault approved Nietzsche’s position and repeats that truth and knowledge is a result of
political competence. By that, politics replaces truth and determines the definitions of “normal”,
“worthy”, “good”, “valuable”. The relation of power determines the social truth.

The Social Determination of Knowledge: Rorty

Richard Rorty is another name who is skeptic about seeking universal truth. According to Rorty,
reason is a result of sociological determination. Furthermore, reason is considered as rationality
which is a result of Enlightenment as long as it functions according to competent power. Thus,
seeking universality is nonsense. For Rorty, all truth claims depend upon historical and social
processes. Concepts considered reaching a consensus (common-sense), truths as validity, belief
and values as coincidences. The common word memory of societies and meaning world are
produced by historicity. Members of society who have been sharing the same social conditions
and meaning world for a long time also share the same world of value, linguistic patterns and
truth claims. For Rorty there cannot be universal essence beyond these.

Rorty’s skeptical claims on contingent truth also show us the impossibility of universal
ethics. This perspective also illustrates that there is no possibility for universal ethics and
universal common essence for human actions. In Rorty’s discourse universality leaves ifs
position to multitude opinions and variety of considerations.

Rorty’s discourse seems as if it make our minds free from absolute concepts and dogmatic
status and dominant language of universal acceptance. However it is not ultimately acceptable.
Rorty’s discourse on social knowledge represents a threat about limitless actions and
multicultural conflicts. The idea of tolerance between distinct levels of society and culture are
not addressed here. Thus the modern reductions are replaced by cultural and economical
reductions. Social leaves its room to multiculturalism and political to undetermined cultural
values.

Paradigms of Social Epistemology

When we, as knower subjects, get rid of the load of seeking truth we face to an indefinite, foggy
medium of epistemology. Individual cultural constructions roles to evaluate and reconsider the
events of world in terms of essential values belong to that particular culture. Thus, individuals
function as members of small cultural and religious communities. Those members of
communities as micro-sociological entities are leaving the totalitarian universality but shrink in
particular radicalism and relativity.

Now, we should inquiry some about the advantages of social epistemology against those
threats and relativity. Social epistemology begins with the nature of knowledge and tries to show
us that there is no individual knowledge anymore in this socially integrated world. Thus all truth
claims are no longer valid and they become dependent to social structure of episteme. According
to social epistemology the knowledge process is a result of a social construction. In this
perspective, social framework contains “an unfolding dialogue among participants who vary
considerably in their logics, values and visions”. Social epistemology considers truth knowledge
as a final assumption of the dialogue. The dialogue between the sides of knowing activity mainly
is based on the communal origins of knowledge, the centrality of language, and the ideological
saturation of knowledge.
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The shift of philosophy from the king of knowledge (inherit value of philosophy) to the
presentation of knowledge (instrumental value of philosophy) is not a downfall for philosophy it
is rather an enrichment.

Steven Fuller and Alvin Goldman hold the view that practice comes across to ideal truth
claims and considers them as blind knowledge. The blind trust to some truths as ideals does not
make people happy enough. However, social epistemology posts types of knowledge to experts
and in common social life welcomes only the socially constructed knowledge in practice. Their
point is this: Your evidence about the properties of the speaker is crucial evidence for your
overall entitlement to accept the speakers’ assumptions. To illustrate we are talking about
“knowledge” here. The assumptions of our paper can only be partly connected to your mind and
cognitive power since you are not an expert in philosophy. However, we should simplify our
assumptions and questions accordance to what we know and what we want to be known. Thus
this social sharing between author(s) and reader is a mirror of socially constructed knowledge.

“The man on the street” does not ordinarily trouble himself about what is real about him
and what he knows unless he is stopped short by some sort of problem. He takes reality and his
knowledge for granted. The philosopher is professionally obliged to take nothing for granted,
and to obtain maximal clarity to the ultimate status of what the man in the street believes to be
reality and knowledge. In this dialogue social epistemology which claims a socially constructed
knowledge tries to legitimate the empirical and critical sides of information and communication.
Social epistemology never tries to underdetermine an absolute relation or a truth representative
concept.

Consequences
We may assert that:

Social construction of knowledge is a final point of totalitarian truth claims.
Social construction of knowledge emphasizes societies and communities instead of
individual and his/her reason.

e An absolute truth cannot be accepted for social epistemology. Truth rather implies a
consensus.

e Social epistemology left individual reason at the age of modernity.

e Political/ideclogical usage of knowledge —without universals- performs a critical
function.

e We still need individual reason and knower as much as we need social opinions.
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