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Constructivism and Harmonism

A Harmonist engagement with constructivism — the diffuse late-modern epistemic default that all knowledge is socially constructed and therefore subjective. Part of the Architecture of Harmony and the Applied Harmonism series engaging the Western intellectual traditions. See also: Post-structuralism and Harmonism, Harmonic Epistemology, Logos and Language.




A Position No One Defends and Almost Everyone Holds

Constructivism is rarely named by the people who hold it. Unlike post-structuralism, which has a canonical reading list and a recognizable continental provenance, constructivism is the working assumption — the ambient temperature — of late-modern thought. Sociologists, anthropologists, educators, science-studies scholars, journalists, jurists, and the educated public who have read none of them have absorbed the same conclusion through the same atmosphere: categories are not given but made, identities are not discovered but constructed, knowledge is not found but produced. The conclusion is held with the casual confidence of common sense. To question it is to mark oneself as naïve.

This is the wider, shallower sibling to post-structuralism. Where post-structuralism is the sharp continental peak — Derrida, Foucault, Lyotard arguing the case at full philosophical altitude — constructivism is the diffuse epistemic default the peak lent its prestige to. Most contemporary constructivists never read Foucault. They do not need to. The position arrived in their education, their textbooks, their professional norms, their newsroom assumptions, the Wikipedia entry on whatever they want to know.

Harmonism holds that constructivism in its modest form names what is real about cognition — and that constructivism in its dominant form makes a metaphysical claim it cannot ground, that refutes itself the moment it is asserted, and that produces, when believed, the precise civilizational disorientation visible across the contemporary West. The question is how the slide from the modest form to the dominant one ever became invisible.





The Genealogy

The lineage is multiple and the streams converged late. Naming them separately matters, because the position is held most firmly by people who have inherited the conclusions of all of them while reading none.

The sociological stream runs through Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann’s The Social Construction of Reality (1966), itself drawing on Alfred Schütz’s phenomenological sociology and the older Karl Mannheim tradition of the sociology of knowledge. Berger and Luckmann argued that what any society treats as self-evident reality — its categories, institutions, roles, and norms — is the sedimented product of human activity that has been objectified and reabsorbed as if it were given. The book’s reach was vast. It became the standard sociological text for a generation, was assimilated into journalism schools, education programs, and the soft sciences generally, and produced the working vocabulary — socialization, internalization, legitimation, plausibility structures — that the educated late-modern person uses without knowing where it came from.

The pedagogical stream runs through Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky and reaches its sharpest expression in Ernst von Glasersfeld’s radical constructivism. Piaget studied how children construct cognitive schemas through interaction with the world; Vygotsky added the social dimension — language and the zone of proximal development — to argue that cognition is mediated by the symbolic tools a culture provides. Von Glasersfeld pushed the implication: knowledge is not a representation of an external reality but a viable adaptation, and the question of correspondence to mind-independent reality is set aside as unanswerable. By the late twentieth century, constructivist pedagogy — students do not receive knowledge from authority, they construct it through inquiry — had become the dominant orthodoxy of teacher training in North America and most of Europe. Whether the pupil’s construction tracked the structure of the subject was reframed as a question about the pupil’s framework, not about the subject.

The philosophy-of-science stream runs through Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962), W.V.O. Quine’s “Two Dogmas of Empiricism” and ontological relativity, Nelson Goodman’s Ways of Worldmaking, and the Edinburgh Strong Programme of David Bloor and Barry Barnes, which extended into the science-studies movement of Bruno Latour and Steve Woolgar’s Laboratory Life. The line of argument: scientific theories are underdetermined by data, observations are theory-laden, paradigms are incommensurable, and the social processes by which scientific consensus is produced — citation networks, funding structures, peer-review gatekeeping, institutional incentives — are constitutive of what counts as scientific knowledge, not external accidents on top of it. The strongest formulations cross from the descriptive thesis (scientific knowledge is socially produced) to the metaphysical thesis (there is no fact of the matter independent of the social production). The strongest version of this position was tested in 1996 when physicist Alan Sokal published a deliberately nonsensical paper in Social Text — full of fashionable constructivist vocabulary, salted with mathematical absurdities, arguing that physical reality itself was a social and linguistic construct — and watched it pass editorial review without challenge. Fashionable Nonsense (1998), which Sokal wrote with Jean Bricmont in response, documented the systematic misuse of physical and mathematical terminology in the strongest constructivist science-studies texts. The position survived the embarrassment institutionally; it did not recover credibility on its own terms.

The linguistic stream runs through Edward Sapir and Benjamin Lee Whorf — the hypothesis that the structure of a language shapes the cognition of its speakers — and was picked up and amplified by anthropological cultural relativism. The empirically defensible weak version (language influences cognition in measurable ways) bled into the indefensible strong version (speakers of different languages inhabit different worlds), and the strong version became the assumption operating in cultural-relativist humanities long after professional linguistics had retreated from it. The same conclusion gathered force from the later Ludwig Wittgenstein — the Philosophical Investigations (1953) and the analysis of meaning as use within “language games” embedded in “forms of life.” Wittgenstein himself was no relativist; he held that meaning is constituted by shared practice, not by arbitrary agreement. But the position was received in the humanities as a license: if meaning is internal to language games and forms of life are plural, then no standpoint stands outside its own form of life to evaluate another. The shared-practice reading was lost; the relativist reading was kept.

These four streams converge into a single late-modern conclusion held with no single canonical formulation: reality, as we encounter it, is constituted by frameworks — linguistic, social, conceptual, cultural — and there is no view from nowhere that would let us step outside the frameworks to compare them with the world as it is in itself. Add the identity-political stream at the leading edge — Judith Butler’s gender performativity is the famous case, with parallel moves extended in the activist humanities across race, sexuality, and disability — and constructivism became the explicit metaphysics of the contemporary humanities. The wider stream, however, reaches readers and institutions that would never identify with that political register. It has become the air.





What Constructivism Gets Right

The modest core of constructivism names something true. Cognition is mediated by frameworks. The human being does not encounter reality through a transparent window; perception is shaped by attention, attention by interest, interest by language and concept and form of life. Kant named this in 1781 — the categories of the understanding structure the world of experience — and every serious epistemology since has had to reckon with it.

Concepts are historically and culturally specific in ways that are easy to under-recognize. The categories adolescence, childhood, the unconscious, nation-state, race-as-biology, career, romantic love-as-marriage-basis did not exist with their present contents in earlier eras. Treating them as natural kinds when they are historical formations produces real conceptual errors. Berger and Luckmann named this reification — mistaking a sedimented human activity for a given of nature — and the diagnosis carries weight.

Observation is not theory-neutral. The classic Kuhnian example — an Aristotelian physicist watching a swinging stone sees a thing seeking its natural place; a Galilean watching the same stone sees a pendulum approximating an idealized harmonic motion — captures something real about how perceptual attention is structured by conceptual commitments. Across the history of science, what counted as a relevant fact, a clean experiment, a sufficient demonstration shifted with the prevailing framework, and the shift was visible only in retrospect.

Institutional context shapes what gets researched and what counts as established. Big Pharma is the structural case Harmonism has analysed at length: the same data, processed through different funding architectures, produces systematically different conclusions about what is therapeutic and what is harmful. The constructivist analysis of the epistemological crisis is, in this respect, accurate as far as it goes — the institutions that produce official knowledge in the contemporary West are structurally compromised, and pretending otherwise is itself an error.

Language carries patterns that subtly shape thought. The bilingual person knows this in the body. The translator knows it as a craft problem. The fact that some languages encode evidentiality in their verb morphology, or grammatical gender across all nouns, or relative-position rather than absolute-direction spatial reference, is not nothing — it nudges habitual cognition in ways that careful experimental work can detect.

To the extent that constructivism names all of this, it names something Harmonism not only accepts but emphasizes. The Harmonic Epistemological Gradient explicitly recognizes that the rational-philosophical mode of knowing is conditioned by the language and conceptual scheme through which it operates, and that the lower modes — sensory empiricism in particular — depend on the categorical apparatus the knower brings. The recognition that frameworks mediate is built into the architecture.

The disagreement begins where constructivism turns the modest claim into a metaphysical one.





The Slide

The slide from cognition is mediated by frameworks to reality is constituted by representation is rarely argued for. It is performed.

The grammatical signature is consistent. A passage will begin by establishing, with examples, that some category — gender, mental illness, sexual orientation, scientific fact, economic value — has a specific historical genealogy and is not a transparent reflection of nature. It will then conclude that the category is therefore a social construction, with the implicit metaphysical force that there is nothing outside the construction for it to track or fail to track. The empirical thesis (this concept has a history) silently becomes a metaphysical thesis (this concept has no purchase on reality).

The slide is enabled by an ambiguity in the word constructed. To say that the modern concept of adolescence was historically constructed is to say something obviously true and modest: the term was coined in the late nineteenth century, defined a developmental stage that earlier societies organized differently, and reflected specific institutional arrangements (mass schooling, deferred adult labor) that did not previously exist. To say that the human developmental period from puberty through early adulthood is socially constructed is to say something quite different and almost certainly false: the underlying biological reality — the years of neurological maturation between sexual maturity and full adult capacity — exists in every human society, and is what the historically-constructed concept was constructed to track. The slide elides the distinction between the concept (which has a history) and the reality the concept tracks (which does not depend on the concept for its existence).

This is not a subtle elision. It is the central move of dominant constructivism, and it is what carries the position from a defensible thesis about cognition to an indefensible thesis about reality. Once the slide is performed, the framework is treated as constitutive: there is no developmental period the concept tracks better or worse, because there is nothing for the concept to track. Reality is the framework’s output.

The slide is not an inevitability of the literature. Ian Hacking — a philosopher of science generally sympathetic to the constructivist program — drew exactly the distinction the slide elides in The Social Construction of What? (1999), and asked the title’s question of every constructivist claim he encountered: of what specifically is the X said to be constructed? Of the concept of child abuse (yes, with a traceable institutional history), of the reality of the abused child (no, the suffering precedes the diagnosis). John Searle made the same cut on the other side of the analytic divide in The Construction of Social Reality (1995), naming the difference between “brute facts” (the mountain is there whether anyone calls it a mountain or not) and “institutional facts” (this piece of paper is currency only because we collectively treat it as such). The tools exist. The dominant drift has ignored them.

The same move is performed across the canonical cases. Mental illness is socially constructed in the sense that the diagnostic boundaries of psychiatric categories shift with the DSM revisions and reflect the institutional incentives of the field — true. The slide concludes that schizophrenia, in its raw clinical reality, is a fiction produced by psychiatric power — false, and visible as false to anyone who has spent an hour with a person in unmedicated psychotic decompensation. Sex is socially constructed in the sense that gendered roles, expectations, and presentations are culturally specific — true. The slide concludes that the underlying biological dimorphism is itself a construction, that there is no fact of the matter about the body — false, and increasingly visible as false in the practical breakdowns of institutions that adopted the slide as policy.

The pattern repeats. Each case begins from a modest insight that constructivism correctly names. Each case slides into a metaphysical claim that the modest insight cannot license. The metaphysical claim then becomes the institutional working assumption — and the institutional working assumption begins, slowly and visibly, to fail against reality it has declared cannot exist.





The Self-Refutation

The dominant version of constructivism cannot be stated coherently. The argument is old and uncontested by anyone who has thought about it for ten minutes, which makes it strange that the position remains so widely held.

If the claim is that all knowledge is socially constructed and therefore relative to a particular framework, then the claim itself is either socially constructed or it is not. If it is socially constructed — if it holds only within the framework that produced it — then it carries no critical force against rival frameworks that do not share its premises. The Harmonist who holds that some knowledge is non-constructed simply inhabits a different framework, and the constructivist has no resources to argue otherwise without appealing to a non-framework-relative truth, which is precisely what the position denies. If, on the other hand, the claim is not socially constructed — if it is meant as a genuinely framework-transcendent description of how knowledge works — then it is a counter-example to itself: a non-constructed truth-claim about the universal social construction of truth-claims.

Hilary Putnam saw this clearly enough that he eventually retracted his own earlier “internal realism” precisely because he could no longer make sense of how the framework-relativity claim could escape applying to itself. Plato made the same argument against Protagoras’s man is the measure of all things in the Theaetetus twenty-three centuries earlier — if the doctrine is true, then someone for whom the doctrine is false also speaks truly, which collapses the position. The argument has not been improved on, and has not been answered.

The standard constructivist response is to soften the claim. We are not saying all truth is constructed; we are saying some specific categories are constructed, and we are pragmatic about which ones. This response saves coherence but loses the force the position claimed to have. If only some categories are constructed, then the question becomes which ones — and that question can only be answered by appealing to the non-constructed structure of reality the position was set up to deny. The softer version is no longer constructivism in the dominant sense. It is realism, with a properly modest acknowledgment that some specific concepts have specific histories. Which is exactly what Harmonism holds.

The harder version cannot be stated; the softer version is no longer the position. This is not a peripheral problem. It is the structure of the doctrine.





What the Constructivist Gap Presupposes

The deeper diagnosis: dominant constructivism is the predictable terminal product of a representational theory of mind it inherited and never examined.

The story runs through Descartes and Locke. The mind is conceived as an interior chamber that receives representations of an exterior world. The representations are the immediate objects of cognition; the world they purportedly represent is reached, if at all, only inferentially. From this picture, the question naturally arises: how do we know the representations correspond to the world? Descartes appealed to a non-deceiving God; Locke to the resemblance of primary qualities; Kant to the structuring categories of the understanding, with the thing-in-itself permanently inaccessible. Each move tightened the gap between representation and reality. By the time the gap reaches the late twentieth century, it has become absolute: there is no view from nowhere, no access to the world unmediated by the representational apparatus, and therefore no way to evaluate any representation against the reality it purports to represent. Constructivism is the conclusion that follows when the representational picture is followed honestly to its end.

Richard Rorty saw the picture clearly enough to identify it as the problem. Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (1979) traces the genealogy from Descartes and Locke through Kant to the contemporary impasse — and concludes that the picture should be dropped. So far, accurate. What Rorty offered in its place was pragmatism: the question of mind-independent reality is empty; what counts is what works for the purposes that matter to the community of inquirers. The diagnosis was right. The recovery was not, because dropping the question is not the same as recovering the cognitive mode the question had ruled out. Pragmatism without participation lands where constructivism lands — there is nothing for cognition to be in contact with except the social practice of cognition itself. Rorty got further than most. He arrived where the others arrived, because he changed the answer without changing the picture from which the answer followed.

What the picture takes for granted is that cognition is representational — that knowing is fundamentally a matter of producing internal models of an external world. This premise is so deeply assumed in modern Western thought that it appears self-evidently true. Other philosophical traditions did not assume it. The classical realist tradition — running from Aristotle through Aquinas and into the present in figures like Bernard Lonergan — held that cognition is the intelligible reception of the form of the thing known. The knower does not produce a representation of the tree; the form of the tree is received in the intellect. There is no inner picture standing between the knower and the world; there is the world itself, intelligibly disclosing its own structure to a faculty designed to receive it. If this is the right picture, the constructivist gap does not exist.

Three of the Five Cartographies — the Indian, Chinese, and Shamanic streams — operate even further from the representational premise than the classical Greek tradition does. The Vedic distinction between vidyā (direct knowledge of the One) and avidyā (knowledge of the multiplicity) is not a distinction between two kinds of representation; it is a distinction between participation in the real and the operations of the discursive intellect that work by means of representations but are not themselves representational at the limit. The Daoist sage’s de — the working virtue that comes of alignment with the Dao — is the body’s own fluency with the structure of the situation, not a model of it. The Andean paqo’s direct perception of the energy field is not a representation; it is contact. And in the Abrahamic contemplative lineages — Hesychast, Sufi, Carmelite, Rhineland — the Heart’s recognition of the Real is not a representation either; it is the closing of the gap the discursive intellect projected. The traditions that make the deepest claims about knowing, across every cartography, are precisely the ones that do not run cognition through a representational gap. The gap is the modern Western inheritance, not the human condition.

The constructivist conclusion follows necessarily once the representational premise is granted. It does not follow at all if the premise is denied. And the premise is the historically specific commitment of one civilizational tradition that has now been demonstrated, by its own honest reasoning, to lead to incoherence. The gap constructivism reports as universal is the gap of one inheritance.





The Recovery: Participation

The recovery is not the assertion of a competing representational realism. It is the recovery of a different cognitive mode.

The prototype is something every native speaker has and every translator has had to articulate: the ear for whether a sentence rings true in the language. German calls it Sprachgefühl — the feel for the language — and the term is not metaphorical. A native speaker of any language can detect a sentence that is grammatically correct but somehow wrong, or a translation that is technically accurate but tonally off, or a phrase that no native speaker would ever produce despite its passing every formal test. This faculty is not the output of an internal model. It is the body’s own contact with the structure of the language as a living thing the speaker participates in. The speaker does not represent the language; they inhabit it, and their judgments arise from inhabitation.

The same mode operates in every domain of skilled engagement with reality. The carpenter’s eye for whether a beam will hold. The physician’s gut for whether a patient is sicker than the chart shows. The mother’s instant recognition of which cry needs feeding and which needs holding. The musician’s sense of whether a chord resolves. The mathematician’s feel for which proof strategy will work before the work is done. The diagnostic question across all these cases is not which model produced this judgment? but what reality does this judgment participate in? The judgments track the structure of the real, and they track it not by representation but by participation — by the knower’s having entered into the structure as a living relation.

This is what the Harmonic Epistemological Gradient names, with increasing depth, across its five modes. Sensory empiricism is the participation of the body in the physical world through its senses. Phenomenological introspection is participation in the structures of one’s own consciousness. Rational-philosophical inquiry, at its highest, is participation in the intelligible order of things — what the Greeks called nous engaging Logos. Subtle perception is participation in dimensions the ordinary senses do not reach. Knowledge by identity — gnosis, samadhi, the Tat tvam asi of the Upanishads — is the limit case where the gap between knower and known closes entirely, because there was no gap to begin with except the one the representational picture had projected.

Harmonic Realism does not refute constructivism by reasserting a representational realism it has correctly diagnosed as untenable. It dissolves the dichotomy by recovering the participatory cognition that both representationalism and constructivism, as twin terminal states of one civilizational error, had ruled out from the beginning. The carpenter’s eye, the Sprachgefühl, the contemplative’s gnosis — these are not lower or higher than scientific knowledge; they are the mode of contact with the real of which scientific knowledge is one disciplined refinement. The reason cognition is not trapped behind a representational veil is that cognition was never primarily representational. It is participatory at every level, with representation as one specialized derivative the discursive intellect produces for specific operational purposes.

The civilization that mistook the derivative for the original now finds itself in the position of someone who has spent so long describing the menu that they have forgotten what eating is. Constructivism is the lucid late-modern recognition that menus are conventions and there is no privileged menu. It is correct about menus. It is wrong that there is nothing to eat.





What Follows

The practical consequences of the diffuse constructivist drift are visible across every institution that absorbed the position.

In education, constructivist pedagogy at its worst produces classrooms in which the teacher cannot transmit anything because transmission has been redefined as oppression and the student’s framework cannot be evaluated against the structure of the subject because there is no structure of the subject. Students leave a decade of schooling without having learned to read closely, write precisely, or hold a complex argument in mind, but with full confidence in the social constructedness of every category they encounter. Harmonic Pedagogy addresses this directly: cultivation is the working with living nature toward its own fullest expression, which presupposes a real nature in the student that has its own structure and its own readiness to unfold. There is something to teach. There is someone to teach it to. The teacher’s craft is the participatory ear for which moves serve the unfolding and which obstruct it.

In identity and the body, the slide from gender roles are culturally variable to the body itself is a construction has produced policy regimes whose breakdowns against reality are now public knowledge. The body participates in cosmic polarities — masculine and feminine as ontological registers Harmonism articulates in its own ground, refracted by the conventional cultural elaborations but not constituted by them. The same diagnostic applies to sexual orientation. The modern identity categories — homosexual, heterosexual, bisexual as person-types rather than acts — emerged from nineteenth-century medico-legal discourse, as Foucault documented; the categorization-as-identity has that traceable history. Same-sex behavior itself does not — it appears across human history, organized in pre-modern societies through categories of act, ritual role, or moral transgression rather than as primary identity. The slide that follows — therefore the male-female complementarity of the body has no ontological reality, and all sexual configurations are equivalent expressions of an indifferent substrate — is false. Sexual union is the participatory enactment of cosmic polarity at the embodied scale; same-sex orientation reads as a misalignment with Dharma, not as an equivalent expression of it. Empirically, the Harmonist diagnosis treats the contemporary Western surge — far steeper than disclosure-comfort effects can account for — as a multifactorial pattern with convergent cultural, chemical, and biological vectors: cultural and media saturation that has made minority sexual identification a marker of status among the young, endocrine-disrupting chemicals with documented effects on sexual development, and behavioral influences from parasitic infection and microbiome disturbance that the dominant constructivist framing cannot accommodate without admitting the body has its own laws. A dedicated treatment will follow.

In science, the constructivist analysis of institutional capture is permanently valuable; the constructivist conclusion that there is no fact of the matter for institutions to capture or fail to capture is the slide. Vaccination, Big Pharma, and Sovereign Health each turn on the distinction: the institutional production of official consensus has been corrupted by funding architectures and regulatory capture, and the body’s own physiology operates by its own laws regardless of what consensus has been produced. The first claim is descriptive and damning. The second claim is the ground from which the first claim could be true rather than just one more construction.

In law and justice, framework-relative truth produces framework-relative law. Once categories are constructed, legal definitions become political instruments rather than descriptions of underlying reality. Woman no longer tracks the reality that civil-rights protections were built around; sex-based protections become incoherent when sex itself is denied. The lived experience hierarchy of evidence has migrated into courts, tribunals, and administrative bodies, where subjective testimony from privileged identity categories outweighs structural-empirical evidence. Compulsory speech regimes around pronouns made stating what is true about a body a punishable offense in several jurisdictions. Justice predicated on framework-relative truth is no longer justice; it is the management of competing narratives by whichever camp holds the bench.

In civic life, no shared epistemology means no shared public square. Political community requires shared facts; constructivism eroded the conditions under which a society can argue toward common conclusions. The polarization of Western societies into mutually incomprehensible camps is the visible symptom; the deeper cause is the absence of any neutral ground from which the camps could be reconciled. Tradition as accumulated wisdom is dismissed as accumulated power, leaving each generation to invent itself from scratch and then discover that invention is exhausting and the inventions do not hold.

In meaning — the deepest stratum — the constructivist drift produces the lived experience of late-modern disorientation: the sense that all values are choices, all identities are performances, all narratives are framings, and no ground is available beneath any of it. This is the experiential cost of believing the dominant version, and it is paid by the people who hold the position most consistently. The recovery is not a new framing. It is the recovery of contact — of the participatory cognition through which the structure of the real discloses itself, and in disclosing itself, gives the human being something to be aligned with rather than merely something to construct.

These are not several failures. They are one severance — cognition cut from its participatory ground — refracted through every scale at which institutions are asked to function without contact with the real. The Wheel does not ask the late-modern reader to abandon the modest insights constructivism correctly identified. It asks them to follow those insights past the point at which the dominant version stopped — past the slide, past the self-refutation, past the inherited representational picture — into the cognition that was always there, that the body of every craftsman and the ear of every native speaker still has, and that the contemplative traditions of every civilization have refined into a science. The ground is not a construction. The contact is real. The participation has always been available. What constructivism described, accurately, was the condition of a cognition that had forgotten how to participate. What Harmonism offers is the remembrance.



See also: Post-structuralism and Harmonism, Materialism and Harmonism, Liberalism and Harmonism, Feminism and Harmonism, The Western Fracture, The Epistemological Crisis, The Redefinition of the Human Person, Harmonic Epistemology, Harmonic Realism, The Five Cartographies of the Soul, Logos and Language, Harmonic Pedagogy, The Landscape of the Isms, Harmonism, Logos
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