Question from Cosmo:  In Dr. Kincheloe’s Constructivism to Critical Constructivism (2005), he repeatedly distinguishes critical constructivism from Cartesian epistemology. What we at Cosmo want to know is what do you have in common?

Kincheloe’s Response: We have nothing in common. If I might quote myself, “Cartesian epistemology promotes the notion of the abstract individual—an independent agent free from the constructed influences of the social, political, cultural, economic and historical dimensions of the world. The modernist European concept of self cannot withstand these insights.  It is hard in this context to determine where the individual ends and the social begins” (2005, p. 81). All knowledge is socially, individually constructed. Critical constructivism recognizes this fact, but M Descartes does not, in effect, supporting the power structure that economically subjugates and culturally minimalizes people based on their “race, class, gender, sexuality, religion and language” (p. 5).  In order to resist these  cultural and historical forces, we have to acknowledge the effect that they have on our construction of knowledge. M. Descartes doesn’t even admit that these forces or inequalities exist. 

Descartes’s Response: If Dr. Kincheloe applied the tenets of his own system, he would agree that he and I are both products of our cultures and history.  He refers to the “machine metaphors of Cartesianism”; can’t he distinguish between a system I developed in the 17th century to free people of the blindness imposed by the power of the scholastics from the centuries of ideas that have accreted to my original method?  He also suggests that his critical constructivism is liberating, underpinned by a “critical philosophy [that] involves the ability of its adherents to criticize the ideological frames that they use to make sense of their world” (Kincheloe, 2005, p. 91). Kincheloe is remarkably blind to his own cultural blinders.  

I fully understand that knowledge is constructed.  In the 21st century this remark opens me to charges of sexism, but in a letter to Father Vatier in 1638, I noted “the uncertainty of all our knowledge of material things” and expressed the hope that “even women would be capable of understanding some things” (p. 65). I clearly understand that knowledge is individually constructed. 

Even Dr. Kincheloe realizes that knowledge’s social construction may not be a good thing: he advocates teachers’ learning about their biases so that it won’t pollute their teaching. I may have been unsuccessful, but I was attempting to separate knowledge from culture, to find the absolute truth, not accepted truth. All any of us can do is to try. Where would Kincheloe be today if I hadn’t had the finesse to skirt 17th century religious censorship while introducing the idea that being a recognized authority didn’t make one right?

