Questions and Answers: Knowledge production and the functions of a university   


Presumably by now most of us, at least when we are thinking consciously about the matter, recognize that knowledge is constructed by cultures, and that in societies with highly differentiated systems for producing and transmitting knowledge specific forms of culturally shaped knowledge are constructed by the subcultures that we call disciplines.


On this view the ‘realism vs. constructivism’ debate is a false trail. Certainly, in a sense nature is real, history is real, etc.; but our conceptions of reality are themselves culture-dependent. Since we do not have direct access to ‘reality’, i.e. an access not processed through our perceptions or instruments, there can be no ‘pure’ realism. At the heart of Newtonian physics, the very beginning and paradigm of our science, lies the Newtonian law of force, being a two-body problem, by definition a social construction. There are no two-body situations in nature, and a decision that you can take a two- body model as model for the actual universe is social construction par excellence.


‘Facts’, then, do not just lie around waiting for to be collected or analysed; each discipline has its own standards that prescribe what counts as a fact and which facts must be taken into account, as well as prescribing what constitutes a valid argument or a convincing analysis.


Thomas Kuhn perhaps did us a disservice by distinguishing too sharply between scientific revolutions and normal knowledge-production. At least in the humanities and the social sciences, today, there seems to be a more continuous process of modifying disciplinary knowledge by asking new questions. Kuhn, indeed, ignores questions, and the fact that different questions generate different answers. Sometimes, as knowledge grows in an area, two or more answers coincide, giving the impression that they are identical answers to identical questions; but when the questions are carefully examined, this appearance of ‘simultaneous discovery’ is shown to be misleading (examples: discovery of the conservation of energy, non-Euclidean geometries, etc.).


But have we really thought through the importance of such a view? Does it not imply, if taken seriously, that the form of our questions determine what will count as an answer to them? New questions call attention to sets of data not previously considered, and may lead to the development of new data-generating techniques. The data are always already there, but are not perceived as such until the appropriate question is formulated. 


Could we take this view further and transform our whole understanding of our cognitive interaction with the world, so that we see it not as confronting us with questions to which we do not yet have the answers, but as an endless supply of answers for which we do not yet have the questions? This would perhaps be something like the view of science put forward by Lakatos, in which one cannot judge whether a theory is ‘true’ or not, but only whether it provides a fruitful research program. New knowledge, from this perspective, does not produce definitive solutions to problems, but is part of a dynamic process in which both problems and perceptions of them are transformed.


Such a conception would have implications both for the relation between expertise and policy-making and for teaching. It would be clearer that expert knowledge is always provisional and subject to modification by further research. Rather than promising solutions to problems, the expert’s responsibility would be to take the widest possible view of the costs and implications (including unintended consequences) of what currently seem to be promising solutions. This would involve experts in policy as critics rather than designers.


In teaching, emphasis on question-formulation would require teachers to pay attention explicitly to interdisciplinary relations as well as disciplinary skills. Doctoral students would receive more guidance in choosing their research topics, and could be judged on their capacity to open up new researchable questions, rather than being expected to provide new answers to already existing questions. They would also be trained to think critically about the relation between questions and the disciplinary skills in which they are expected to show competence.


A central issue is the training of students to be aware of the tacit as well as the explicit components of the knowledge they are acquiring. Interdisciplinary dialogue both promotes and, to be successful, depends on awareness of the role of tacit knowledge in the socialization of students into a discipline. While a discipline is and must be (to use Bourdieu’s term) a habitus, a deeply internalized way of life, the student must also be able to see it from the outside. Even more importantly, another discipline cannot be a fruitful source of new questions (let alone a source of answers to old questions) unless the tacit components of its sub-culture are understood. 


It is also important for students to think about the relationship, in formulating research questions, between ‘relevance’ and researchability. At present, the history of research is too often dichotomized, some accounts concentrating only on techniques and ‘discoveries’ – often presented as if they were due to chance – while other focus exclusively on the researchers’ personal experience, interests, and politics. The complex interaction between the two is seldom discussed. 


In a broader perspective, our proposal is related to the trend – initiated by Lévi-Strauss’s The Savage Mind, but gathering momentum only recently – towards seeing ‘religious’ phenomena in terms of question-asking and speculation rather than unquestioning belief. Given that the Enlightenment classification of religious belief as irrational is currently one of the major problems of intercultural relations, a sharper focus in the anthropology of knowledge on how questions are formulated, or tacitly left unformulated, seems likely to be fruitful here too.


The social as well as the natural sciences have tended to present themselves to governments and to the general public as answer-providing and problem-solving institutions.  Indeed, pressure to do so is increasing, with the growth of ‘private’ contractual funding for research in universities. In this climate universities may have little sympathy for the argument that the process of changing knowledge by asking new questions is more important than the answers which it may incidentally produce. CEU, however, is a university founded to promote open society, democracy, critical and reflective thinking; the question whether democratic thinking is better promoted by training students to become disciplinary experts or by developing their capacity to criticize disciplinary expertise, and their awareness of its limitations and its tacit presuppositions, is therefore directly relevant to CEU’s mission.
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