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If we see knowing not as having an essence, to be described by scientists and
philosophers, but rather as a right, by current standards, to believe, then we
are well on our way to see conversation as the ultimate context within which
knowledge is to be understood. Our focus shifts from the relations between
human beings and the objects of their inquiry to the relation between
alternative standards of justification (Rorty 1979: 389-390, original emphasis).

For Rorty there are thus no foundations for knowledge outside human discourse and no appeals that
can be made to an outside Reality. He adopts this position to criticise the analytical method and to
show that philosophy and science are merely forms of literature. Rorty’s main arguments are his
distrust of theory, his preoccupation with linguistics and his opposition to think of knowledge as
something which has (or needs) foundations (Malachowski 1990: 140-141).

Despite the fact that most contemporary philosophers reject the anti-epistemological Rortian stance,
he succeeded in reviving a renewed interest in pragmatism and in Dewey’s pragmatic philosophy. West
(1985: 263), Malachowski (1990: 146) and Taylor (1990: 258) have all rejected Rorty’s anti-
epistemological stance and have pointed out that he himself is actually trapped in a pragmatic and
hermeneutic epistemological® worldview, something which is evident by way of Rorty’s (1979: 389)
own admission that conversation is the ultimate context within which knowledge is to be understood.

The role of language in the construction of knowledge will be taken up again in later chapters.

In organisational context the justification of knowledge has received limited attention. Nonaka and
Takeuchi (1995: 86) identified justification criteria such as cost, profit margin and the degree to which a
product can contribute to the company’s future growth. Contemporary thinking on this subject

emphasises that the value of knowledge needs to be justified through a Return on Investment (ROI).

Cutrent organisational epistemology!® is mainly dominated by the logical positivist approach. The
impact of the intense foundationalist/non-foundationalist philosophical debate influence has been
limited to the more pragmatic organisational approaches such as the action inquiry strategies which
“address the unpredictability of business life by enabling managers to develop new knowledge that is
sensitive to continually changing and dynamic situations” (Ellis & Kiely 2000: 84). Organisational
epistemology has thus been more influenced by the unpredictable character of knowledge than by the
Rortian anti-epistemological stance. The challenge for corporate epistemologists is therefore not to
change what they are doing, but to get a better understanding of what they are doihg. Von Krogh and
Roos (1995b: 10) and Sveiby (2001)!! agree that the search for a corporate epistemology is one of the

major challenges facing organisations today, refuting Rorty’s claim that epistemology has no role to

play.

?This term refers generally to the art, theory and philosophy of the interpretation of meaning (Schwandt 1997: 62).
10 For definition and explanation see Chapter 2, page 54.
11 Personal interview with author, 5 May 2001, Cape Town.
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