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> Upshot • This is a deceptively profound, compact book that can be in-
scribed in the grand tradition of philosophical dialogue. It confronts naive 
realism and radical constructivism, arriving at a seemingly workable con-
ciliatory position.

“I never read a book I must review; 
it prejudices you so” figures among the 

hundreds of aphorisms attributed to Oscar 
Wilde (cf. Bayard 2007). Let me assure that 
yours truly did attentively read the book 
under consideration, although indeed it did 
not leave him unprejudiced. This is the ficti-
tious story of Alison Bridges (sic), a litera-
ture teacher, who has recently received a let-
ter from Jules Randolph Govier, a student of 
hers who is aggrieved at having been graded 
C minus for creative writing. Jules flatly de-
nounces Alison’s “masculinist” judgment, 
refusing to succumb to her standards being 
imposed on him, proudly confessing himself 
to be a radical constructivist instead. “I re-
spectfully decline to be defined by others, to 
allow my life and work to be colonized” (2). 
The stage thus being set, Alison, confused, 
invites two academic friends of hers to join 
her in an in-depth discussion of the matter 
at hand: Russell Steadman, a philosopher, 
and Hans Völler, an educator. These will be 
the main characters for the rest of the book, 
with Alison acting as moderator of their dia-
logue. Russell and Hans may be type-casted 
as a naive realist and a radical constructivist, 
respectively. Contrary to Russell’s initial in-
clination to dismiss Jules’ letter as utterly in-
coherent, Hans insists on taking it seriously 
and closely investigate the claims forwarded 
there; and so a gracious “dance of knowl-
edge” (chapter two’s title) sets in.

Among the topics covered in the course 
of the session (spanning an evening at Ali-
son’s), the status of the – alleged – outside 
world naturally takes a prominent place. Is 
it just usefully illusory, i.e. made up by us, 
or is it actually there, and if so, is that in a 
full-blooded or rather lesser, even minimal 
sense? According to Hans, unsurprisingly, 
any objects referred to are contained in our 

experience alone, without residing anywhere 
else; while for Russell, objects perceived are 
objects–in–themselves, being really “out 
there”, independently of experience. For 
Hans, such mind-independence would re-
quire a god’s eye view or view from nowhere, 
because to make this claim indeed requires a 
hypothetical position external to that of any 
observer. Knowledge, however, by defini-
tion is perspectivist. In consequence of this, 
Hans chooses to remain metaphysically in-
nocent or neutral, and embraces ontological 
agnosticism. “I cannot know in any given 
instance whether the obstacle I confront 
originates from within or outside of my ex-
perience. I remain open to either possibility” 
(85). For Russell, on the other hand, there is 
such a thing as hypothetical, “free–floating” 
experience, any observational particularities 
of which can be removed such that the ob-
served becomes logically independent from 
concrete experience and may thus refer to 
a world in itself. For its lack of an objective 
arbiter of our judgment, he deems Hans’ po-
sition, in which experiences do not refer to 
anything outside themselves, utterly vacu-
ous or tautological.

The latter point can also be rephrased 
as a case against radical skepticism. When 
nothing is ever immune to doubt, then for 
lack of any possible fixed reference, the very 
concepts of error and illusion become sense-
less. How, in that case, can one, e.g., speak 
coherently of degrees of certainty? Hans 
retorts with an appeal to Ernst von Glasers-
feld’s pragmatic approach of epistemic via-
bility or usefulness–without–truth, in which 
there is no one immutable state of affairs to 
be discovered. Fallibilistic realism, for him, 
is but an oxymoron, under the flag of which 
one is striving for the unattainable, namely, 
absolute knowledge. So why conjecture that 

goal to begin with? For Hans, this amounts 
to metaphysical extravagance, an applica-
tion of Ockham’s Razor that is, however, re-
named for this occasion as Ockham’s Guillo-
tine by Russell, who claims the realist option 
to be an inference to the best explanation. 
Other instances of threatening paradox con-
cern higher order problems surrounding the 
core epistemological questions. E.g., can it 
be an indubitable fact that the world is my 
construction, or is such a claim plainly self-
defeating? Hans’ rejoinder is for knowledge 
workers not to engage in any absolutist talk, 
but just to entertain those constructions that 
actually do a good job, like a map giving 
direction. For Russell, however, the unwill-
ingness to hook the map up with the terrain 
(as it is) amounts to obscurantism. One can 
either accept these arguments or not. In any 
case, taken together they subtly show that 
the epistemological consequences of one’s 
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ontological choices are by no means trivial, 
and that as fallible creatures we should be 
sensitive to this circumstance.

I now pass to some general apprecia-
tive remarks. This is a deceptively profound 
book. As a first and, as it were, meta-ficti-
tious dialogue confronting you, Reader, it 
very intelligently sets out an apology for 
philosophy and for dialectical exchange of 
ideas in particular. Indeed, this book can be 
inscribed in the grand tradition of philo-
sophical dialogue (including Plato, Berke-
ley, Hume, and Lakatos, among others). 
Due to this format, one does not find here 
a systematic introduction to the theme, but 
rather gets acquainted with the constructiv-
ism vs. realism debate through what comes 
across as real life discussion (albeit among 
university professors). This has a number of 
fortunate consequences. Not (only) a spe-
cialist audience, but one of modestly literate 
readers can be safely aimed at, for exam-
ple. Combined with this, one is not over-
whelmed by explicit references, but rather 
can enjoy intertextuality at one’s own level – 
beginner or advanced – and still get a good 
introduction to the issues at stake. It is also 
reassuring: through her efforts at interpret-
ing and understanding the sometimes so-
phisticated arguments of both her friends, 
Alison is constantly in the business of rec-
onciling and synthesizing their positions. 
This has a nice stylistic effect: the main 
points of the discussion are regularly sum-
marized for the reader, while never getting 
stuck in a fruitless “your opinion against 
mine” debate (an all-too-human inclina-
tion of both protagonists). It is dialectics 
in action, so to speak, and a broader lesson 
as such. Implicitly connected to this peda-
gogical dimension, in one of the compact 
chapters, the matter of education is touched 
upon (invoking and discussing Dewey). 
Indeed, the philosophy behind educators’ 
practices arguably has an important bear-
ing upon their success. More particularly, 
stimulating discovery is probably better 
facilitated when entertaining a construc-
tivist spirit, that is when being allowed as a 
learner to examine, explore, discover things 
for oneself, instead of having to parrot what 
the “experts” (instructors) are saying. This 
much might not even be so controversial 
(as granted by Russell), but unfortunately it 
is too removed from the actual ontological 

discussion to give a lot of weight to the con-
structivist’s case.

It also comes closest to what was the 
(remember, fictitious) occasion for the dia-
logue, viz. Jules’ letter. Here we touch upon 
one particular aspect of the book that, on 
the whole, I found a little unfortunate. It is 
the consequence of a choice I do not quite 
understand. That is, why have Jules chal-
lenge an aesthetic judgment, viz. of fiction 
writing, when the whole of the ensuing 
discussion concerns knowledge claims (the 
paradigm of which would be a scientific 
proposition)? Strangely, there is no refer-
ence whatsoever to be found to this appar-
ent asymmetry. True, a similar debate could 
easily be organized - that is, about the ob-
jectivity of artistic value. But surely reach-
ing a middle ground there would seem both 
much less controversial and more common. 
As it applies to the case before us: Alison 
would not be easily tempted to hold that any 
criteria for grading Jules’ paper reside in an 
ontologically independent realm. Of course 
she “constructs” her qualitative judgment on 
(inter)subjective grounds. Should even that 
much be prohibited, then how could Alison 
ever be in a position to evaluate Jules’s work? 
Still, that is what Jules ludicrously seems to 
claim. Indeed, he refuses to accept anyone 
else’s standards of judgment. In fact, with-
out touching the heart of the matter, this is 
consistent with one of the recurring themes 
of the volume: that of (in)tolerance for other 
opinions. Constructivism has indeed been 
associated in this respect with what can be 
called a “pro-diversity” movement, fighting 
a common confusion between the search 
for truth and obedience to institutional au-
thority (cf. neo-colonial or feminist studies). 
Russell issues a warning in this respect not 
to confound dogmatism with fallibilism, 
pointing out that adherence to realism cum 
truth can and must go hand in hand with 
toleration of error, and that – verification-
ism being dead and buried – all knowledge 
is hypothetical and dependent on context. 
“Questioning the truthfulness of any par-
ticular claim is one thing; rejecting the very 
notion of truth is quite another” (45).

Let me now get back to the prejudices 
referred to at the outset of my review. For, 
nearing the end of the story, an innocent 
reader might perhaps all too easily find 
himself in the “reasonable” company of 

Alison: neither purporting to give an in-
fallible state of affairs, nor downplaying 
the value of one’s opinion. Indeed, Alison 
somewhat optimistically concludes that a 
middle ground called “constructive real-
ism” (chapter seventeen) seems to have been 
gained: avoiding solipsism (to be dissociated 
from constructivism) and empty tautology, 
embracing knowledge as hypothetical and 
prone to error (healthy skepticism), fighting 
dogmatism, and promoting tolerance for 
alternative truth claims. In sum, “I perceive 
a shared picture emerging of human know-
ers as fallible, vulnerable creatures trying to 
find their way in a world that contains and 
constrains them” (77). As such, this posi-
tion unavoidably entails a minimal dose of 
realism, most particularly when it comes to 
the status of knowing subjects. For claim-
ing them to be constructions in their turn 
threatens to drive us into another circular-
ity: “We’re all realists about something, even 
if that something fails to exceed the contents 
of the mind that thinks it” (83). The book ac-
tually closes with a reply by Alison to Jules, 
expounding the alleged consensus position, 
as applied to their underlying dispute: epis-
temic bridges are built to something exter-
nal to our minds, a world beyond our expe-
rience that is simultaneously constrained by 
it, such that knowledge and world making 
go hand in hand. Thus the C minus ironical-
ly becomes the strongest argument against 
other minds as mere constructions. “Every 
time you acknowledge another person, you 
acknowledge a locus of experience analo-
gous to your own but outside your control, 
a little constructor of a world of experience 
sort of like yourself ” (103).

This is not the place to engage in depth 
in the finesses of the underlying, theoreti-
cal debate. However, at this point it is not 
only fair but also instructive to bring the 
authors’ position, viz. “constructive realism” 
(as embodied by Alison), more explicitly to 
the fore. In this respect the reader is referred 
to an interesting, recent discussion in the 
pages of this very journal, involving David 
Kenneth Johnson and Hugh Gash (Johnson 
2010; Gash 2010). From this discussion, one 
might learn that the very possibility of a 
conciliatory position is not a trivial matter 
by far. Indeed, one may ask what could be 
the point of a radical constructivist giving 
up on the very cornerstone and ultimate ba-
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sis of consistency of his account, viz. not ac-
knowledging an external world, as opposed 
to the reality of each one’s experiential world 
(while a similar sacrifice is not demanded 
from the realist)? From within this wider 
context, looking back on the utterly pleasant 
reading trip, one might realize that at least 
part of one’s sympathy for the conciliatory 
position could boil down to a matter of style 
rather than content. Alison generously ne-
gotiates for us between two extreme, seem-
ingly “unworkable” accounts, arguably pre-
sented exactly to serve in that way.

Bart van Kerkhove is affiliated with the Centre 
for Logic and Philosophy of Science of Vrije 

Universiteit Brussel (Belgium) since 2000. He 
obtained a Ph.D in philosophy of mathematics in 

2005. Currently he is a postdoctoral researcher 
and part-time lecturer in Brussels and Hasselt.

References

Bayard P. (2007) How to talk about books 
you haven’t read. Granta Books, London. 
Originally published in French as: Bayard P. 
(2007) Comment parler des livres qu’on n’a 
pas lus? Les Éditions du Minuit, Paris.

Johnson D. K. (2010) Footprints in the sand: 
Radical constructivists and the mystery of 
the other. Constructivist Foundations 6(1): 
90–99. Available at http://www.univie.ac.at/
constructivism/journal/6/1/090.johnson

Gash H. (2010) Realities in radical constructiv-
ism. Commentary on Johnson’s ‘Footprints 
in the sand’. Constructivist Foundations 6(1): 
100–101. Available at http://www.univie.
ac.at/constructivism/journal/6/1/100.gash

Received: 16 September 2011 
Accepted:  27 October 2011


