
OUTLINE FOR A REFLEXIVE EPISTEMOLOGY

Introduction. Rethinking Epistemology from and for
Reflexivity

A common starting-point for thinking about reflexivity across the social scien-

ces is the claim that knowledge and reality are “mutually constitutive.” This claim

delineates two complementary, but not mutually inclusive, understandings of refle-

xive knowledge. The first informs the ontological characterization of everyday

knowledge, broadly construed as including representations, opinions, and beliefs

about the social world. Within Constructivism, it attributes to ordinary social agents

an involvement in the “construction of” the social reality that they subjectively or

phenomenologically experience as a “given,” independent order. Within Critical or

hermeneutic approaches, it conveys the embeddedness of everyday knowledge in

historical, economic, and cultural structures that shape, and are themselves reinfor-

ced by, individual and collective social representations. The second understanding

informs the epistemological characterization of social-scientific knowledge, in the

sense that it attributes to knowledge-producers qua social agents an involvement in

the “construction of” the social reality that they consciously “represent” as a “con-

structed” order, or their embeddedness in, and hence reproduction of, historical, eco-

nomic, and cultural exogenous structures. While the second understanding consti-

tutes a logical extension of the first into the realm of science-as-special-knowledge,
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this logical extension is not systematically explored or operated in the soci-

al sciences, and this has significant bearing on how reflexivity is concep-

tualized. In the first instance, it is viewed as an ontological characteristic

of social reality (generically, the “mutual constitution of structure and

agency” [Giddens, 1994]), whereas in the second it translates as an episte-

mic principle of social-scientific research (generically, the implication of

the fact that “social science is … a social construction of a social construc-

tion” [Bourdieu, 2001: 172]). This paper adopts the second understanding

of reflexivity, which defines it as a socio-epistemic stance reflecting scho-

lars’ critical assessment of their own knowledge, in terms of both content

and practice.

Within this perspective, reflexivity can be generally defined as a

conscious, subject-driven “bending back” of knowledge on itself. This

“bending back” can be performed at different levels and in different

ways. One way of putting it is to say that reflexivity can be taken more

or less seriously, or that scholars can be more or less serious about refle-

xivity – in other words, one can identify different types or degrees of

“commitment” to reflexivity. I will focus here, albeit very briefly, on

three such commitments, so as to make explicit what characterizes the

one that informs the discussion offered in this paper. Two of them are,

from the perspective of the third one, “minimalist.” The first “minima-

list” commitment corresponds to a “bending back” of knowledge on the

individual knowing subject, as a way of bringing to the surface, contra

the objectivist representational creed, the experiential and contextual

characteristics of the self as actor of knowledge and hence as creator or

co-creator of social reality. The second “minimalist” commitment cor-

responds to a “bending back” of knowledge on theory as representation,

in such a way that reflexivity is translated as a formal standard. The

point, in this case, is to acknowledge that whatever a given social theory

has to say about representation and social reality, it ought to also say it

about itself – with the additional condition (which is needed against op-

ponents’ tu quoque arguments) that such reflexivity does not render its

claims logically contradictory or meaningless. More encompassing

than both these types of reflexive scholarship, is the one that expresses a

“maximalist” commitment to reflexivity, whereby reflexivity does not

simply entail a “bending back” of knowledge on the subject, or a mere

formal, logical “bending back” of truth-claims on themselves, but a

“bending back” and “forward” of knowledge-as-praxis. What I mean

here by “praxis” is a social practice that is governed by, produces, and

expresses socio-cognitive judgments about reality. Two important com-

ponents characterize the “maximalist” nature of this commitment to re-

flexivity: first, because knowledge is addressed as a social practice, re-

flexivity entails that the subject be self-objectivated as a social subject,

which can only be achieved by taking into account all the conditions of

possibility of her knowledge, especially the socio-historical conditions
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of its production; second, because knowledge is construed as being de-

pendent on judgment for its existence and purpose, it also entails that

reflexivity should be related to the production of knowledge as a purpo-

se- and judgment-bearing form of social action. In other words, the

“maximalist” commitment is philosophical and practical, cognitive and

existential – it is, like all systems of thought that move from social re-

presentation to social action, properly speaking an ideology, and like all

ideologies, it should be distinguished from its operating principle – re-

flexivity – by the appropriate “-ism” – Reflexivism.

Given this particular commitment to reflexivity, a Reflexivist appro-

ach needs to define its relation to knowledge in similar terms as it defines

its relation to social reality, namely, by interrogating, in both cases, not on-

ly what these objects are, but also what they socially, historically, and axio-

logically mean, and what it means, socially, historically, and axiologically,

to be engaged in a discourse about them that is not simply representational,

but praxical as well. It is, therefore, from this position that the present dis-

cussion of epistemology unfolds. The purpose is to understand what

becomes of the meaning of epistemology from a Reflexivist perspective,

thereby also highlighting the difference reflexivity makes to a discussion of

epistemology.

Knowledge Without the Cartesian Anxiety?
Thinking Post Foundationalism

Philosophers of (social) science and social theorists disagree over

what constitutes the starting-point of a reflection on (social-)scientific

research. Epistemology, as a sub-field of normative Philosophy, is itself

the product of a position that considers that one should start with que-

stions pertaining to knowledge, rather than reality. Hence the three main

questions of Classical Epistemology: “what is the nature of know-

ledge?”, “what are the sources of knowledge?” and “what are the limits

of knowledge?” These questions have preoccupied philosophers – in the

Western tradition at least – since the Greek Antiquity, and most philoso-

phical systems produced since then can be classified on the basis of how

they answer one or all of these questions. But there are also strong rea-

sons for taking a different starting-point, shifting attention from episte-

mology (“what can we know”) to ontology (“what is”), as suggested by

Roy Bhaskar (1998, 2008[1975]).

The position that subtends this paper is not that epistemology should

come before ontology, and the present focus on epistemology is not meant

as a normative starting-point, but rather as an ontological concern. More

specifically, the Reflexivist position I propose here entails looking at, and

thinking about, knowledge as a privileged focus of inquiry, thereby giving
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it ontological priority like other approaches would give priority to gender,

identity, or power. The meta-discourse from which Reflexivism addresses

problems pertaining to knowledge, and to epistemology itself qua theory of

knowledge, is therefore not a normative meta-discourse aiming to set stan-

dards of epistemic validity and demarcation, but a socio-historical one ai-

ming to set standards of praxical meaning, as well as standards for purpo-

sive action. In order to make these commitments clearer, I will start with a

brief review of Foundationalism to then show how Reflexivism positions

itself, praxically, vis-à-vis its central problématiques and those that have

arisen from its collapse as a normative discourse on knowledge. This will

enable me to later highlight the specifically non-normative meta-epistemic

position of Reflexivism, as well as the nature of the questions that consti-

tute its own starting-point.

Foundationalism. I use the term “meta-epistemic Foundationalism”

to refer to what is usually called “Foundationalism” in most philosophy of

social science literature. The reason for doing so is twofold. Firstly, in a ge-

neral sense Foundationalism is a response to epistemic Scepticism – that

knowledge is not possible (in its radical form) or that some forms of

knowledge are not possible (in its moderate form). As such, it establishes

the normative meaning of epistemology as “first philosophy” in the Carte-

sian sense, and it is therefore this grounding of the possibility of knowledge

in firm “foundations” that constitutes the justification and raison d’être of

(Classical) Epistemology. Foundationalism, then, is properly a meta-epis-

temic position, insofar as it defines the meaning, standards, and hence vali-

dity of epistemology – and epistemic discussions – as a normative reflec-

tion on knowledge. Secondly, within this meta-epistemic Foundationalism,

epistemologists distinguish another Foundationalism, which is an answer

to the question of what constitutes correct “justification” for know-

ledge-claims. This question is properly epistemic, rather than meta-episte-

mic, because it can only follow from the acceptance of meta-epistemic

Foundationalism. Meta-epistemic Foundationalism, then, is about the

foundations of knowledge, whereas epistemic Foundationalism is about the

foundations of justification.

Meta-epistemic Foundationalism in its modern form originates in what

Richard Bernstein (1983) called the “Cartesian Anxiety.” While it is not re-

stricted to René Descartes’ reflections on the foundations of knowledge,

Descartes’ Meditations represent, for Bernstein and many other philoso-

phers and historians, a reference-point for the establishment of Founda-

tionalism in Western philosophy and classical Epistemology, not least

because it responds to Descartes’ own skepticism. The Cartesian Anxiety

refers to the need to ground the possibility of knowledge in firm, certain

foundations or, according to Descartes’ own analogy, to establish an Archi-

medean epistemic point of reference:
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Archimedes, in order that he might draw the terrestrial globe out of its

place, and transport it elsewhere, demanded only that one point should be

fixed and immovable; in the same way I shall have the right to conceive of

high hopes if I am happy enough to discover one thing only which is certain

and indubitable [Descartes, 1996: 63].

That Descartes’ cogito (“I think therefore I am”) could only fully ac-

quire its axiomatic epistemic power through a logical-deductive demon-

stration of the existence of God as a “perfect being” incapable of systema-

tically deceiving a man who applies his reason with the utmost methodo-

logical rigor, is only secondary to our concern here. The important point

is that the cogito established an Archimedean starting-point, not just for

knowledge itself (from a Foundationalist perspective) but also for a

long-lasting tradition in the philosophy of knowledge, which Richard

Rorty (1979) critiqued as the “truth as correspondence” theory of

knowledge, and which is central to Foundationalism itself. Put in simpli-

fied terms, meta-epistemic Foundationalism is the belief that human

knowledge is possible, that this possibility originates from a human

built-in ability to distinguish truth from error, falsity, and opinion, and

that truth is born out of the rigorous confrontation of a rational subject

with an independently existing phenomenal world of which it is possible

to produce statements or truth-claims of a universal validity – and “uni-

versal validity” means, in this case, not a validity resulting from an “in-

ter-subjective” agreement among subjects of knowledge who might come

to similar conclusions because of similar cognitive, cultural, or other bia-

ses, but resulting from an equal ability to “recognize” the independently

objective “truth” of the external world.

In Classical, and more specifically “analytic” Epistemology, me-

ta-epistemic Foundationalism leads to defining knowledge as “justified

true belief” – an idea that goes as far back as Plato’s exposition of the mea-

ning of true knowledge in his Theaetetus – which is often referred to as the

“standard analysis” of knowledge. This idea is at the origin of “mainstream”

Epistemology, which has traditionally been concerned with propositional

knowledge (knowledge about things or knowledge that) rather than

knowledge by acquaintance (knowledge of things), self-knowledge, or

knowledge how. This focus on propositional knowledge rests on the as-

sumption that the proposition is both “the principal form in which reality

becomes understandable to the human mind” and “the form in which

knowledge is communicated” to others [Zagzebski, 1999: 92]. It follows

that Classical Epistemology is mainly interested in knowledge as a state of

being that connects the subject to reality through a true proposition. Accor-

dingly, the statement “S (the subject of knowledge) knows that p (the pro-

position)” is valid if and only if (a) S believes that p; (b) p is true; and (c) S

is justified in believing that p1.

Epistemic Foundationalism, then, aims to set the standards for what

constitutes valid “justification” of “true beliefs.” It posits that a system of
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valid truth-claims can be divided into a “foundation” and a “superstruc-

ture,” whereby the justification of the beliefs belonging to the latter (non-ba-

sic beliefs) is dependent on the justified beliefs of the former (basic be-

liefs). What makes basic beliefs justified is precisely the answer that diffe-

rent epistemic philosophies attempt to offer: basic beliefs are immediately

or directly justified, either because they are based on experience (Empiri-

cism), or because they are self-justified (Rationalism), or acquired through

a reliable inference process (Inductivism/Deductivism, etc.). Non-basic

beliefs, on the other hand, are mediately or indirectly justified by their de-

pendence on basic beliefs.

The Cartesian Anxiety that is at the origin of meta-epistemic Founda-

tionalism starts from Descartes’ skepticism about epistemic Foundatio-

nalism – Descartes’ journey from the cogito to God is chronologically a

journey from the establishment of epistemic Foundationalism to that of

meta-epistemic Foundationalism, which aims to logically ground the for-

mer in the latter. The cogito is his answer to what grounds knowled-

ge-claims in certain truth, like most Rationalisms that have preceded or

succeeded it. Incidentally, Descartes’ doubts about the validity of the co-

gito delineates an alternative, non-Foundationalist view of justification,

known as Coherentism. Against the pyramidal model proposed by episte-

mic Foundationalism, Coherentism proposes the analogy of the web,

whereby specific beliefs are justified by their coherent place in a system

of beliefs, which becomes the unit of epistemic assessment instead of the

individual basic beliefs of epistemic Foundationalism. The coherence of

the system itself is determined by how well it “hangs together,” that is,

how well its component beliefs fit together on the basis of “inferential,

evidential, and explanatory relations” [BonJour, 1985]. Coherence theo-

ries of knowledge are therefore holistic in the sense that they associate

justification not merely with specific evidence, but with the shared and

coherent background system that gives such evidence its full meaning.

From a Foundationalist perspective, Coherentism is deficient because, as

shown by Descartes’ own skepticism about the “reality” that presented it-

self to him in dreams, the overall coherence of a system of representations

can never guarantee that our perceptions of the world are real and true, or

that the world itself exists at all, because it is possible to have a coherent

system of beliefs that “hangs together” well but that is wholly false –

which is precisely what Descartes’ idea of an “evil deceiver” was meant

to illustrate.

Critiques of Foundationalism. The purpose of this section is not to

present an exhaustive list of all critiques of Foundationalism, because it is
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not merely the content of these critiques that interests me here. The purpose

is rather to highlight the angles and premises from which these critiques are

formulated, and their consequent implications for thinking about knowled-

ge without or against Foundationalism – and without or against the Cartesi-

an Anxiety itself.

Taking Descartes’ own journey from Skepticism to Foundationalism

as a reference-point, Analytic Epistemology has revisited the “evil decei-

ver” analogy in an attempt to find more convincing foundations at the

epistemic level of inquiry (i.e., alternatives to the cogito and, implicitly,

to God as well). Symptomatically, but unsurprisingly, this journey also

takes as a starting point the epistemic, rather than the meta-epistemic pro-

blem that Descartes identified – and this is unsurprising because, as Rorty

notes, Epistemology itself understood as “first philosophy” cannot inter-

rogate meta-epistemic Foundationalism without undermining its own

existence.

In its contemporary version, the “evil deceiver” hypothesis takes the

form of the “brain-in-a-vat” (BIV) argument, and goes as follows: (a) You

know that p if you know that you are not a brain in a vat; (b) You do not

know that you are not a brain in a vat; (c) Therefore, you do not know that p.

To this author’s knowledge, no successful or consensual resolution to the

BIV problem has yet been found within Analytic Epistemology. This ex-

plains why epistemic Skepticism is still alive and kicking today, and para-

doxically, why Classical Epistemology is too, insofar as its raison d’être is

to (attempt to) provide renewed answers to Skepticism.

Interestingly, a possible “resolution” of the BIV challenge comes

from the perspective of a Pragmatist, not Foundationalist, theory of

knowledge. Against the representational view that has historically consti-

tuted the central position of Foundationalism, whereby truth depends on a

correspondence between mind and objects in reality, Pragmatism consi-

ders that truth depends on a causal connection between words and refe-

rents. This important difference replaces, so to speak, the “meaning of lo-

gic” so characteristic of Analytic philosophy, with a “logic of meaning.”

Pragmatist philosopher Hilary Putnam (1981) suggested a version of the

BIV scenario wherein the envatted brain(s) would exist with no external

“programmer” (or evil deceiver), and considered the meaning of

“being-a-brain-in-a-vat” as posited from a first-person viewpoint, in ac-

cordance with Descartes’ own subjectively experienced skepticism.

From this perspective, the meaning of the sentence “I am a brain in a vat”

will be different based on whether I am or not an envatted brain. If I am

not, the sentence is “false” because of its meaning in the real world of real

human beings. If I am, then there is no causal connection between the

words I use and my experience of the objects they refer to (“I,” “brain,”

“vat,” but also the notion of being “in something”, etc.). In both cases,

then, the utterance is “false,” and radical skepticism is defeated. In other

words, the whole BIV problem is meaningless.
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Other critics of Foundationalism similarly focus on the representatio-

nal view. One could cite, among others, John Dewey’s (1929) critique of

the “Spectator Theory of Knowledge,” Wilfrid Sellars’ (1963) critique of

the “Myth of the Given,” and W.V. Quine’s (1951) critique of the “Dog-

mas of Empiricism.” These criticisms have more generally led to what is

referred to as the “death of Epistemology” movement, which includes

two particularly interesting attacks. The first is embodied in Quine’s pro-

posal to replace Classical Epistemology with Naturalized Epistemology.

This is an important critique because it touches the very “foundations” of

Epistemology as a normative philosophical project, that is, the fact that

Epistemology claims to provide foundations for all other cognitive inqui-

ries, especially those addressed by the “sciences.” The meaning of Epis-

temology as “first philosophy” therefore rests on the idea that epistemic

questions are necessarily independent of and prior to scientific ones. Na-

turalized Epistemology [Quine, 1969] challenges this Cartesian view by

positing that Epistemology’s objective should be to understand how hu-

man beings actually reach beliefs about the real world, and such a questi-

on can only be answered by relying on the empirical sciences themselves.

By replacing the normative questions of Classical Epistemology with the

empirical questions of the natural sciences, Quine thereby also reframes

the classical debate between meta-epistemic Foundationalism and Skep-

ticism, pointing to the fact that skepticism itself results from the empirical

observations men make of the discrepancies between the content of their

beliefs as they construct them, and the nature of reality as they understand

it through empirical, scientific knowledge. On this view, the “problems”

of Epistemology should be replaced with those of experimental, Cogni-

tive Psychology.

A similar, but historical, critique of Epistemology qua “first philoso-

phy” was proposed by Rorty in his analysis of the framework that sub-

tends the “correspondence-theory-of-truth,” namely, the system wherein

mind, perception, and language “mirror” a man-independent reality,

which has provided the core discussion between Foundationalism and

Skepticism. For Rorty, Epistemology can be construed as a historically

constituted cognitive ideology that functions as a “normal philosophy” in

the sense used by Thomas Kuhn (1962) for “normal science”: it performs

an essentially pragmatic, rather than foundational function, that is mea-

ningful only within the boundaries of its historicity. By approaching the

“theory of knowledge” as a historical intellectual construct, one is led to

abandon the idea that Epistemology itself is necessary, since its central

“problems” are no longer viewed as perennial, foundational, or necessary

for the development of different forms of knowledge. This also leads Ror-

ty to question the very nature of Philosophy as a professionalized disci-

pline that allocates to itself the privilege of judging the validity and nature

of other forms of cultural production, including science, ethics, art, and

religion.
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Parallel to the “death of epistemology” movement is a series of “so-

ciological” critiques of Epistemology that are informed by a wide variety

of social philosophies, themselves grounded in what is usually referred to

as the “Continental” tradition. These critiques stress the conditions of the

production of knowledge and how these impact the core assumptions and

problems of Epistemology. By and large, they operate a significant shift

of the epistemological focus of inquiry from the question “what know-

ledge?” to “whose knowledge?” Through this lens, Epistemology’s uni-

versal claims about the nature, sources, and standards of knowledge are

viewed as embodying the particularistic perspectives of a specific social

group that occupies a privileged position of power through history. By

perpetuating the classical normative approach to epistemic questions, the

discipline itself is viewed as maintaining and reproducing the structures

of domination and oppression this group exerts on the rest of society. It is

the Bourgeoisie’s oppression of the Proletariat for Marxist epistemolo-

gists, who focus on the socio-economic grounding of the classical theory

of knowledge; men’s oppression of women for Feminist epistemologists,

who stress on the “androcentric” assumptions of classical Epistemology;

and the “White” man’s oppression of subjugated races for Black episte-

mologists – and by extension, “Western” philosophy’s biases, for

Post-Colonial scholars.

The cognitive preoccupations of these alternative, critical Epistemolo-

gies are more akin to those of social theory than to Epistemology proper.

They converge more specifically with the Sociology of Knowledge, which

aims to objectively reveal the social conditions that subtend the production

of knowledge as a socio-historical phenomenon produced by real subjects

in historically defined social contexts, rather than by an abstract homo epis-

temicus endowed with universal, immutable, a priori faculties. The socio-

logy of knowledge, in its Mannheimian origins (Mannheim, 1936), itself

originates in a different tradition that philosophers since Bertrand Russell

have taken the habit of calling “Continental,” as opposed to the “Analytic”

tradition. What epistemic discussions owe to the “Continent” are two rela-

ted shifts – largely grounded in Hegelian thought [Hegel, 1977]. The first is

a shift from the individual subject of knowledge to the collective subject –

culture, society, social class, gender, and so on; the second is a shift from

the normative to the historical, that is, from a discussion of the standards of

validity to one of the conditions of possibility and meaning of know-

ledge(s).

The confrontation of historical and normative perspectives on

knowledge, as well as its consequences and implications, are at the heart

of the “rupture” that characterizes the Western reflection on “modernity”

and “post-modernity,” which has affected all social sciences. A histori-

cal – rather than conceptual – review of the literature produced since the

turn of the twentieth century, and of its effects since the second half of

that century, is enough to give a sense of the “trauma” that accompanied
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the critique of Foundationalism and its constitutive views. Epistemic Re-

lativism and epistemic Nihilism have indeed proven to be as problematic

as epistemic (or even meta-epistemic) Skepticism, not because of their lo-

gical power, but because they are socio-politically and culturally more

devastating. In other words, what the critique of Foundationalism allows

is a return of the Cartesian Anxiety not simply as an epistemic threat, but

as an existential one. This threat no longer succumbs to the hierarchy of

the sciences – and hence to the authority of epistemology and of the philo-

sophy of science as an arbiter in the conflicts that oppose contending

views within the social sciences: the latter can quite comfortably sustain

their anxieties while acknowledging that the approximate certainties of

physics are quite successful in turning man into a “master of nature” as

Descartes and Bacon hoped he would. But the problems of certainty beco-

me different when knowledge becomes historical and social, and when it

is historical and social knowledge that one needs in order to speak of

(one’s place in) the world and act in it.

Reflexivity as we understand it today, then, originates in this reflection

on knowledge that converges with social critiques of epistemology. But re-

flexivity is defined by more than just a reflection on knowledge – whether

philosophical-normative or socio-historical. It is equivalent neither to the

kind of journey that led Descartes to reflect on his own knowledge, nor to

the sociology of knowledge/science as an objectivation of the conditions of

possibility of social knowledge. Reflexivity entails, however, “doing”

something with both these reflections, and more importantly, perhaps, it

should entail “doing” something tout court: while it is easy to become trap-

ped in the logical circularity of reflexive thought, or in the paralyzing loss

of foundations that follows from the acknowledgment of the historicity of

reason, knowledge, truth and validity, reflexivity is meaningless conceptu-

ally if it is socio-cognitively so.

The Positive Anxieties of Post-Foundationalism. The implications

of the shift from logic to meaning and from the normative to the historical

illustrate the extent to which the value of Foundationalism is only partially

conveyed in discussions of epistemology. Its full value lies in its ability to

appease not simply a doubt as to humanity’s ability to know the world, but a

doubt as to its ability to situate itself in it. Bernstein himself saw in the Me-

ditations a response to scepticism not merely as an epistemic problem, but

more importantly as an existential one:

It is the quest for some fixed point, some stable rock upon which we

can secure our lives against the vicissitudes that constantly threaten us. The

spectre that hovers in the background of [Descartes’] journey is not just ra-

dical epistemological skepticism but the dread of madness and chaos where

nothing is fixed, where we can neither touch bottom nor support ourselves

on the surface… Either there is some support for our being, a fixed founda-
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tion for our knowledge, or we cannot escape the forces of darkness that en-

velop us with madness [Bernstein, 1983: 18].

If the loss of Foundation(alism) leads not simply to ignorance, but to

chaos, then it becomes necessary to interrogate the social function of epis-

temology and the socially disciplining power of a “theory of knowledge,”

understood as a discourse that has the ability to establish social order by

setting the standards for what counts as valid representations of the social

world. In this sense, “madness” is “subversion”: a subversion of order, de-

nounced as a subversion of reason. For a knowledge-producer to be reflexive,

then, means to address epistemology as a social phenomenon, and therefo-

re start with a socioanalytical, rather than analytical or normative, me-

ta-epistemology. This entails interrogating the social “stakes” of epistemic

discussions and standards, which are, whether one wants it or not, an intrin-

sic component of all knowledge-production:

Understood as the effort whereby social science, taking itself for its

object, uses its own weapons to understand and check itself, … [reflexivi-

ty] is not a matter of pursuing a new form of absolute knowledge, but of

exercising a specific form of epistemological vigilance, the very form that

this vigilance must take in an area where the epistemological obstacles are

first and foremost social obstacles. [Bourdieu, 2004:89; emphasis added].

This view of reflexivity, however, is itself only partial, insofar as it lo-

cates reflexivity at the methodological level of inquiry. To complete it, one

needs to also interrogate epistemology not merely as a normative system or

as a discourse, but more essentially as a social practice: that of know-

ledge-producers who are social agents immersed in social structures whe-

rein cognitive stakes are social stakes, and who, by engaging in representa-

tions of reality, are themselves performing a social act that constantly

needs to be evaluated. As Pierre Bourdieu shows, self-understanding is not

merely part of social understanding: it is at once an epistemic, a methodolo-

gical, and a social requirement.

Without the social – and even political – function of reflexivity, the

“problem of reflexivity” manifests itself as a formal loop, a circle that

might give the solipsist illusion of achieving epistemic self-sufficiency at

the expense of both socio-historical meaning and social purpose, or lead to

a praxical paralysis. As Gramsci puts it:

If the philosophy of praxis affirms theoretically that every “truth” be-

lieved to be eternal and absolute has had practical origins and has represen-

ted a “provisional” value (historicity of every conception of the world and

of life), it is still very difficult to make people grasp “practically” that such

an interpretation is valid also for the philosophy of praxis itself, without in

so doing shaking the convictions that are necessary for action [Antonio

Gramsci, 1971: 750].

In other words, reflexivity has to entail a “bending forward” just as

much as a “bending back” of knowledge. Within Foundationalism, the

“bending forward” of knowledge was subtended by the Cartesian Anxie-
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ty as a need to avoid chaos. Reflexivism, then, needs to replace the Carte-

sian Anxiety with another “anxiety” whose positivity could serve as an

equally constitutive and normative stimulant for sustaining reflexivity

both as a “bending back” and a “bending forward” of knowledge-as-pra-

xis toward knowledge-as-praxis. And this entails asking a different set of

questions, of which the paramount question is “what do we need episte-

mology for?”

The Difference(s) Reflexivity Makes:
A Praxical Engagement with the Problem
of Knowledge

The first part of this paper announced that the present endeavor does

not rest on a commitment to start from epistemology rather than ontology,

and that the focus on knowledge was meant as an ontological priority. This

claim means that Reflexivism as defined here rests on a theory of know-

ledge-as-reality rather than a theory of knowledge-as-norm. In other

words, if one does not need to start from a theory of knowledge in its classi-

cal understanding, one does not need normative epistemology at all. This

seems to suggest that “Why do we need epistemology?” should not be in-

cluded in the questions of Reflexivist research. If, however, epistemology

itself is a social phenomenon, then it is part of “what is” and should consti-

tute an important ontological concern for Reflexivism. But this also means

that “Why do we need epistemology?” is not understood as a normative but

as a sociological question, which interrogates the social value, meaning,

and function of a theory of knowledge for the constitution and functioning

of social reality. The Reflexivist’s “why” is therefore different from the

(Foundationalist) epistemologist’s “why,” and the very meaning of “a

theory of knowledge” is completely modified within Reflexivism, because

it becomes part of “a theory of reality” rather than “a theory of what consti-

tutes knowledge of reality” in the normative sense. In other words, “why do

we need epistemology” follows from the question “what does epistemolo-

gy do.”

But this ontological concern is obviously not specific to Reflexi-

vism. What is specific to it is the reflexive requirement that an answer to

such a question be turned back toward the subject of knowledge, in two

different but complementary ways. First, an understanding of the social

function of epistemology is necessary, as Bourdieu’s quote illustrates,

as “epistemological vigilance,” that is, as a methodological parameter

of social-scientific research; secondly, it is necessary in order to guide

and push “forward” the production of knowledge about social reality.

A research agenda guided by these two dynamic inquiries opens up – or
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breaks – the circularity of reflexive thought, turning it into a for-

ward-pointing “spiral,” thereby guaranteeing that the process of kno-

wing is constantly reassessed in the act of producing knowledge, i.e.,

that the gains of “already-made-science” are mobilized and reinvested

into the production of “science-in-the-making,” so that the latter is

constantly informed by, and assessed through, the former [Bourdieu,

1990: 28; Bourdieu, Chamboredon and Passeron, 1983[1968]: 20]. In

short, a Reflexivist research is governed by two primordial questions,

namely, “what do we know about knowledge?” and “what do we want

from knowledge?” I will address these two questions to show what

makes them central to the Reflexivist project – and hence what differen-

tiates Reflexivism from a traditional engagement with epistemology –

and how they are interrelated.

Knowledge as Ontology: Implications of the
Sociohistorical Turn Away from Normative
Epistemology

The shift away from normative epistemology corresponds to a displace-

ment of the question about knowledge from an inquiry into its normative

standards of validity to an inquiry into its empirical conditions of possibili-

ty. While these undoubtedly include natural conditions, as suggested by

Quine, sociological reflexivity is more specifically concerned with the so-

cial conditions of possibility of knowledge. In other words, if “epistemolo-

gy” is to have any meaning within a Reflexivist sociological approach, it

should be that of a “socialized” epistemology (or “social epistemology” as

coined by Steve Fuller (1988)). And as mentioned before, this follows logi-

cally from a conceptualization of epistemology itself as a “social” pheno-

menon. A socialized epistemology, then, is a “sociological theory of

knowledge.” But reflexivity being a principle of social-scientific research,

it is specifically concerned with “sociological knowledge,” which means

therefore that socialized epistemology is a “sociological theory of sociolo-

gical knowledge,” a theory that is consistent with the view of social science

as a “social construction of a social construction.” This theory is “the sys-

tem of principles that define the conditions of possibility of all the properly

sociological acts and discourses” produced in the course of social-scienti-

fic research [Bourdieu, Chamboredon, and Passeron, 1983[1968]: 15; my

translation].

This shift has two implications. The first is that although it rejects

the subjection of ontology to epistemology, it retains the primacy of

(social-scientific) knowledge as a focus of inquiry. As Bourdieu et al.

note,
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[t]he question of the affiliation of a sociological research to a particular

theory of the social, that of Marx, of Weber, or of Durkheim, for example,

is always secondary to the question of its belonging to sociological science:

the only criterion of this belonging lies indeed in the application of the fun-

damental principles of the theory of sociological knowledge which, as

such, does not in any way separate authors that everything separates on the

terrain of the theory of the social system [Bourdieu, Chamboredon and Pas-

seron, 1983[1968]: 15–16; my translation; emphasis added].

I will say more about this point in the following section, but it is ne-

cessary to add here that it takes its full meaning when one adopts a pra-

xeological approach to social-scientific research, that is, when one ad-

dresses it as a special social instance of social knowledge that is produced

by a specific social group as a specific form of social action. Reflexivism,

in other words, takes as its ontological starting-point the social, existenti-

al, and moral situation of knowledge-producers as professionals, which is

why, as will be explained later, it presents itself as a socio-cognitive

“ideology.”

The second implication is that a Reflexivist approach to epistemolo-

gy, which aims to objectivate knowledge socio-historically, knows that it

necessarily objectivates it from a given socio-historical perspective.

This, in turn, means two things. First, that a socialized epistemology rests

on no “foundations” except reflexivity understood as a constant process

of sociological evaluation of the instruments of knowledge, through a

bending back on the very process of knowledge-production that mobili-

zes the partial, approximate “truths” gained through socio-historical ana-

lysis. This extracts reflexivity from the malaise of Nihilism and extreme

Relativism, as long as one is willing to accept that knowledge is always

historical (and therefore that “justification” will rest on a Coherentist ra-

ther than a Foundationalist epistemology), and willing to draw some mea-

ningful, empowering conclusions out of this “fact.” Secondly, it means

that while Reflexivism cannot adhere to an objectivist understanding of

objectivity, it can equally not be content with a constructivist notion of

objectivity as “inter-subjective agreement,” at least not as far as the con-

crete, social aspects of the constitution, meaning, and effects of this

agreement are concerned. And this is so because the acknowledgment of

the “inter-subjective” nature of social truths does not end the problem of

normative epistemology and does not constitute a sufficient closure to the

critique of Foundationalism and Positivism. On the contrary, it opens up

epistemic discussions to new problems and new “anxieties” that soci-

al-scientific research has to strive to address, and Reflexivism turns these

problems and anxieties into positive values for research as a socio-cogni-

tive and moral praxis.

More specifically, what is at stake in the problem of “inter-subjective

agreement” are its own conditions of possibility, but also its social effects

and efficacy. Insofar as this agreement is, socially and politically spea-

OUTLINE FOR A REFLEXIVE EPISTEMOLOGY

59



king, a social consensus, and insofar as claims about social reality are

themselves political acts, social scientists cannot be oblivious to the dis-

ciplining effect of their own production, or to what this production owes

to their position in, and viewpoint on, the social world – even more so

when it turns into a consensus among them as a social group. A Reflexi-

vist approach is therefore fundamentally concerned with the simultan-

eous and complementary objectivation of the rules, methods, and mea-

nings that govern the production of knowledge – not least the most con-

sensual ones within the scientific community – as well as the social

effects of the representations and values that they produce. Far, then,

from being antithetical to cognitive “progress,” the break with Foundatio-

nalism is in fact a requirement for its achievement, because Foundational-

ism itself induces us into “error”: the error that is the ignorance of what

makes our knowledge possible, and socially meaningful and efficient,

and of the socially “creative” power of a knowledge that claims a mere

“representational” power over “reality.”

Generally, this means that a Reflexivist approach is necessarily “criti-

cal” in the traditional sense of the term, but also “polemical” in the sense

that it constitutes itself into a systematic, socially “dissident” practice wit-

hin social science, for “a social science armed with the scientific know-

ledge of its social determinations constitutes the most powerful weapon

against ‘normal science’,” and especially “against the positivist confiden-

ce, which represents the fiercest social obstacle to the progress of science”

[Bourdieu, 1990: 47]. But if Positivism is today’s “normal science,” it

might not be tomorrow’s, and Reflexivism is necessarily committed to a

permanent critique of any emergent socio-cognitive consensus – if only be-

cause such a critique allows to improve it by mobilizing any new sociologi-

cal understanding of knowledge and of its conditions of possibility, and

thereby further “rectify” the “truths” that constitute the operating princi-

ples, and those that subtend the social efficacy, of this new consensus.

From this perspective, the sociology of knowledge, and of knowledge-pro-

ducers, is a central and built-in requirement of a Reflexivist research pro-

gramme and curriculum. It entails that the conditions of possibility of

knowledge, and especially the conditions of its production, be objectivated

at all relevant levels: socio-political, academic, institutional, and individu-

al/personal.

Knowledge as Praxis: Implications of the
Centrality of Judgment

If the first shift operated by Reflexivism concerns a displacement of

the “what” question from the investigation of the normative standards of

validity of knowledge to the investigation of its social conditions of possi-
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bility (and of its conditions of social meaningfulness), the second shift is

manifested in a more purposive question, namely, “what do we need episte-

mology for?”

Within Foundationalism, there is no room for such a question, simply

because knowledge is endowed with an intrinsic (positive) value, that

grants it simultaneously a social and moral validity. But as the social and

political meaning of knowledge comes to the forefront, and as we come to

terms with the idea that knowledge is never absolutely objective, true, va-

lid, and neutral, but always expressive of given socio-historical perspecti-

ves, values, interests, and concerns, then the value of knowledge becomes

more problematic. More specifically, a socio-historical approach to

knowledge requires that we answer the question: “what do we want from

knowledge,” and by extension, “what do want from epistemology,” or

“what do we expect from a theory of knowledge.” This question is impor-

tant when knowledge is viewed not merely as a “thing” we acquire and use,

but as a “practice,” a practice that also “does things,” since it is both per-

formed and performative.

An exhaustive formulation of this question and of possible answers

to it from a Reflexivist perspective entails the reintroduction into episte-

mic inquiry of judgment and values, which have been systematically left

out of the representational view of knowledge on the basis that they ob-

struct the achievement of “objectivity” by introducing bias, subjectivi-

ty, opinion, and error. As we better understand the social nature of

knowledge and the social constraints and conditions that govern its pro-

duction, meaning, and effects, the ruling out of judgment and values it-

self becomes a source of error, an epistemic fallacy. But instead of cons-

tituting a backward move toward the subjectivity of “lived experience,”

“spontaneous sociology,” or “ideology-as-distorted-consciousness” the

reintroduction of judgment and values – i.e., of the “axiological” – itself

needs to be subjected to a socio-historical analysis. What becomes an

object of Reflexivism is the empirical ways wherein individual and col-

lective interests, preferences, perspectives, and perceptions inform the

constitution of knowledge and the very mechanisms of the production

of knowledge at all levels of the scientific process. And because Refle-

xivism gives ontological priority to social-scientific knowledge, the so-

ciology of knowledge that constitutes the core of Reflexivist research

needs to give ontological priority to the axiological component of scho-

larly practice, as part of the “bending back” of knowledge on the kno-

wing subject.

But beyond this axiological “what” of ontology, Reflexivism also

entails to reflexively acknowledge that this objectivation does not erase

the effects of judgment from scholarly praxis – precisely because

judgment is always constitutive of praxis – but is itself reliant on them

for purpose and meaning. In order to move beyond reflexivity as a circu-

lar loop, Reflexivism needs to define its own scholarly practice in accor-
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dance with its empirical nature, and hence set for itself explicit values

for a “bending forward” of knowledge-as-praxis. These can only be

established in relation to social problems and problématiques, which

are themselves necessarily temporary and historical, and therefore need

to constantly be assessed in order to avoid any dogmatic and un-reflexi-

ve scholarly ethos.

I have, elsewhere [Hamati-Ataya, 2011], offered a Reflexivist per-

spective on the relation between knowledge and judgment. I have high-

lighted the fact that this engagement with the question of power from a

Reflexivist perspective does not necessarily entail adopting an “emanci-

patory” commitment, and should in fact avoid any such commitment that

does not reflexively interrogate its own historicity and its grounding in

conceptual and cultural specificities. But such an emancipatory ethos is

one possible choice among many others. What I wish to focus on more

specifically here is what distinguishes Reflexivism from other approa-

ches that explicitly adhere to an activist social attitude, such as Critical

Theory, Critical/Radical Constructivism, or (some forms of) Feminism.

Reflexivism’s starting-point is the specific social condition/situation of

scholars qua scholars. It does not merely extend the social properties of

everyday knowledge, representations, and beliefs of ordinary social

agents to a particular social group, but rather starts from the particularity

of scholars as a social group whose praxis is qualitatively different from

that of other social groups, and whose position, impact and responsibility

in society need to be interrogated on the basis of this specificity. In other

words, Reflexivism is not a general system of thought that aims, in its

turn, to be expanded to everyday knowledge or help ordinary social

agents make sense of their world. While it aims to produce such a gene-

rally meaningful knowledge about the social world, its operating prin-

ciple – reflexivity – is a specific parameter that makes sense, and is mea-

ningful, only when viewed from the perspective of the social scientist as

knowledge-producer. In this sense, it is more specifically tailored than

other “critical” approaches to the problématiques that are specific to the

scholarly viewpoint and condition, because part of what motivates this re-

flection on reflexivity and Reflexivism is precisely a preoccupation with

these very peculiar existential problématiques that scholars in the social

sciences hardly share with any other social group – although other social

groups (journalists, artists, politicians) can equally produce similar parti-

cularistic modes of knowing-being that are grounded in their own social

condition and that are guided by a specific reflection on their social re-

sponsibilities.

The difference, therefore, between Reflexivism and other traditions is

that Reflexivism aims to function as a socio-cognitive “ideology,” which

reconciles the theory of knowledge with the constraints of knowledge-pro-

duction as well as the requirements of social action, thereby pursuing a ma-

ximalist commitment to reflexivity that avoids the trap of logical circulari-
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ty and loss of meaning, while grounding the scholarly ethos in a modest –

realistic – but consistent understanding of the social determinants and pos-

sibilities of knowledge.

Perhaps more than any other scholar, Bourdieu managed to use reflexi-

vity as an instrument of epistemic vigilance and self-understanding, but al-

so to translate it into a positive axiological vector for praxis. In his own re-

flexive project and throughout his scholarly trajectory, the “bending back”

and “forward” of knowledge manifests itself as a clear socio-cognitive

“ideology,” capable of reconciling knowledge-claims with both their con-

ditions of possibility and their social responsibilities:

[a knowledge of the mechanisms that govern the intellectual world

should] teach [scholars] to locate their responsibilities where their liberties

really are, and to obstinately refuse the coward attitudes … that abandon to

social necessity all its force, to fight in oneself and in others the opportunist

indifferentism or the blasé conformism that grants the social world what it

demands, all the little nothings of resigned complacency and of subdued

complicity [Bourdieu, 1990: 14–15].

All social scientists have something to say about the world that in-

volves them and others, and that springs from the peculiar position they

occupy in that social space that constitutes simultaneously their object

of study and their sphere of action. A move away from Foundationalist,

Objectivist, and Positivist social science can be a move toward many

different things – including a complete indifference to what becomes of

the meaning of knowledge and values, or a narcissistic return to the self

as the sole repository of meaning. The difference reflexivity makes to

such a move is first and foremost a commitment to asking different que-

stions about knowledge and scholarly praxis, without imposing any ot-

her condition than a consistent, responsible, and socially useful self-un-

derstanding grounded in the social reality of the position wherefrom it is

produced, and driven by a concern for what this position, in turn, has to

offer reality.

Conclusion: After Social Epistemology: Beyond
the Culture/Nature Divide

A socialized, and hence social, epistemology is the only coherent

framework for the pursuit of a meaningful “theory of knowledge.” It is also

the only framework that enables us to both face and transcend the political,

existential, and moral dilemmas that the historicity of our thought and

judgment imposes on us. Within this reflexive understanding of knowledge

as cultural product, and of knowing as a social practice, “the demarcation

problem” of classical epistemology shifts onto a different plane: what now

needs to be demarcated is not the difference between truth and falsity/er-
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ror/opinion, but that between different types of social meaningfulness in

the realm of judgment and action.

To choose reflexivity is to wager that a deeper understanding of the

conditions of possibility of our thought and practice can help us understand

their social meaning and efficacy; that an objective understanding of how

we are from the world can help us better orient ourselves in the world. But

beyond the socio-historical conditions of possibility of our knowledge and

values, reflexivity also enjoins us to interrogate their non-social, natural

conditions of possibility, a project that finds its basic rationale in Quine’s

preliminary delineation of “naturalised epistemology.” However, once it

has been socialised and naturalised, epistemology should develop into a

comprehensive reflexive theory of knowledge that takes into account the

very connection between society/culture and nature, as well as their evol-

ving co-constitutiveness.

There was a time when the sociology of knowledge was not yet sub-

jected to the political correctness that characterises our own era, and

when it could ask bold questions about the natural, environmental (eco-

logical), and material origins and factors shaping the cultural characte-

ristics of different human communities, including their religious, artis-

tic, or scientific traditions. In doing so, it implicitly or explicitly denied

the idealist view that “science” was unique and universal in its features,

standards, and authority, as well as the idealist view that knowing was

the self-contained and innate ability of a universal, impersonal “sub-

ject.” Before this line of inquiry has even begun to reassert itself in con-

temporary sociology of knowledge, science itself seems to be hinting at

the closing of the nature-culture gap from the other direction. The time

has already come for the biological and physiological structures of “co-

gnition” to be hypothesised as not simply following their own, “natural”

laws of evolution, but as potentially affected by the cultural and social

facts and processes of human collective life. Just as child education af-

fects child development, just as emotional, physical, and linguistic ex-

periences affect the development of neurological pathways and the

establishment of long-lasting structures of human adult behaviour, we

might be soon discovering the impact of (different) social practices on

(differentiated) physiological evolutionary paths. What if specific mo-

des of social organisation, or specific collective experiences enabled the

transmission of specific emotional, perceptual, ethical and/or cognitive

dispositions? It is with such questions in mind that a reflexive theory of

knowledge should be developed. A theory of knowledge that can help us

understand the civilisational conditions under which our spaces of co-

gnitive possibilities either expand into wider and more diverse cultural

horizons, or collapse under the weight of uniformity and the hegemony

of specific forms of social organisation.

Whatever the future holds, it is obvious that we are moving toward the

discovery of a wider realm of contingency, historicity, and relativity. Clas-
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sical epistemology can survive in such an environment only because it is

unaffected by this world – such survival is that of the blessed madman. But

those for whom blissful ignorance is not an option, epistemology can still

be meaningful if its essentially political nature is embraced, and if it is pur-

sued as a political – and hence socially accountable – praxis.
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