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The Knowledge of Knowledge: a Transdisciplinary Journey From Interdisciplinary Arts 

to the Construction of Knowledge 

Danielle Boutet, Ph.D., full professor, Université du Québec à Rimouski 

ABSTRACT: The history of social sciences and humanities has led us to the realization that all knowledge – far 

from being “discovered” objectively – is on the contrary contingent and constructed. It follows that the most 

important skill to teach in higher education should be how knowledge is constructed, some sort of “Elements of 

Epistemology” class. For what we know is never neutral; it is shaped by the paradigms we use – those paradigms 

which determine how we view the world and approach its problems. The ethical transformation of society and 

finding the ways of its positive evolution is very much related to being able to our awareness of how we think 

and produce knowledge, and our ability to transform our paradigms. 

Danielle Boutet, Ph.D., has been an active member of the Goddard community: an alum from the IMA program 

(1991), she moved on to being a faculty member, then founding the MFAIA program, which she directed from 

1997 to 2008. She has also served some time as the Dean of Academic Affairs. She is a music composer, 

interdisciplinary artist and full professor and researcher at the Université du Québec à Rimouski. Her research 

questions center around the phenomenology of the artistic experience, the creative process and art making as a 

way of knowing. Boutet is also a consultant on questions of interdisciplinarity in the arts and a member of 

the International Center For Transdisciplinary Research (CIRET). 

 

This talk was delivered at the Goddard Graduate Institute, February 16, 2015, Goddard College, Vermont. 

 

 

This talk is about the “the knowledge of knowledge” – a short phrase meaning to know how knowledge is 

arrived at and constructed. “The knowledge of knowledge” stands for the definition of epistemology (the 

science of knowing). 

A few weeks ago, I was reading an article in Arts and Humanities in Higher Education, by Elizabeth Minnich, 

titled The evil of banality: Arendt revisited1. As one can predict from the title, she is revisiting Hannah Arendt’s 

concept of « the banality of evil », a concept the philosopher has explored in relation to the case of a Nazi senior 

bureaucrat, Adolf Eichmann, who insisted during his trial that he was only obeying the orders and doing his job. 

Minnich continues Arendt’s questioning, about such individuals who commit terrible crimes while obeying 

authorities or cultural diktats. « What were they thinking? How could they make sense of what they were 

doing? » (p. 4) is how Minnich frames the question. And then she affirms – and that is her main thesis 

throughout the article – « People who are not thinking are capable of anything. »  

                                                           
1
 Arts and Humanities in Higher Education, February/April 2014; vol. 13, 1-2: p. 158-179. 

https://courrier.uqar.ca/owa/redir.aspx?C=BQI29cQkQU2wtkfvPg5_7gGrLqDtCdIILJyyRegYImV8ppsDFWOqDqyg8f-0dqkUcSY-jKAVTys.&URL=http%3a%2f%2fciret-transdisciplinarity.org%2findex_en.php
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Minnich has thought all her life about how knowledge is made and how it can be transformed2,  and about how 

to teach critical thinking. In this new article, she writes again : « If, as I now hold, people who are not thinking 

can do anything, then the only remedy is to practice thinking ». And I am with her on this – to think and to teach 

thinking is my most important task as a university professor, this is how I understand my role, and the reason 

why I insist on being the one to teach epistemology classes and methodology seminars. This deep sense of the 

importance of thinking also informs this presentation to you. I will discuss constructing ethical and 

compassionate knowledge –  ethical and compassionate « science », for I do not want to hesitate using that 

word, even if it is science about human and social issues, qualitative and subjective – this last term, here, in the 

best sense of the word. 

So I will start with a few stories about how my mind evolved, and then speak about what I think is our current 

situation in the domain of discourse and science. I will end with looking into what we can do, to think better. 

1) From interdisciplinary Arts to the Transdisciplinary Unity of Knowledge 

You all know – if only from my bio – that I am an artist. Indeed, my discipline of origin3 is music.  

I was in primary school, when I began learning music. This is back in the 1960s, my piano teachers were Catholic 

nuns, we lived in a somewhat remote region – not a big city. The nuns’ pedagogical methods dated back to the 

19th century. I was able, later, to trace their approach in music teaching books of the 1850s, methods that had 

long been replaced by more modern approaches. Then ten or 12 years later, I moved to Montreal for my 

bachelor degree in music composition – and there, we were taught the most advanced musical avant-garde of 

the 20th century. We were studying and playing living composers. It is possible that this disconnect between 

where I started and where I was finding myself at 20 years old was my initial realization that knowledge is never 

definite, it is historicized and contextual. 

Another experience, also relevant here, happened in my freshman year in music. At the time, literature and 

philosophy were mandatory classes across all programs. Our literature class, that semester, was Poetry. And we 

had the most incredible teacher – Madame Dulong. She was a learned woman in her fifties, I’d say, very classical 

in her outlook and her personal demeanor. She did not teach us the contemporary poets, she rather focused on 

the great poètes maudits, French poets like Baudelaire, Rimbaud, Verlaine. I remember, the first day of class, she 

introduced her subject matter with two graphs on the black board, representing two forms of poetic ecstasy: 

“existential ecstasy” and “cosmic ecstasy”… And then she proceeded to draw arrows and add qualifiers to show 

the similarities and differences between the two. I was absolutely fascinated. Not by ecstasy in itself, but by the 

fact that it was possible to describe, conceptualize and schematize such experiences. I am sure that this is the 

source of my confidence that it is possible to think and write about such apparently ineffable subjects as artistic 

creation or spiritual awakening – things that are about subjective, inner experience and which most people think 

are impossible to discuss. 

                                                           
2
 See her 1990 book, Elizabeth K. Minnich, Transforming Knowledge (Temple University Press). 

3
 And I just want to tag that: most people have a « discipline of origin » - the first discipline you learned… it may be your 

undergraduate major, or a subject-matter you have been passionate about are and well-versed in. Everybody retains habits, 
paradigms, methodologies from that first learning experience. 
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Eventually I graduated and began my life as a composer – I used to write songs and compose music for film and 

performance. But I could not earn my living with music – I needed a day job and in a totally serendipitous 

manner, I ended up working as a cartographer and technical drafter making maps and plans for civil engineers. 

This means that I drafted plans for bridges and roads and underground wiring and piping. Now I enjoyed doing 

this very much – had it not been for the 9 to 5, 5 days a week rhythm and the very conventional workplace, I 

could have worked as a cartographer and drafter all my life. I ended up a professor, obviously – but the 

interesting thing is that I never stopped making plans and maps: this time of concepts and knowledge.  

A colleague of mine talks about one’s “inner métier” – or vocation. No matter where you end up, what you end 

up doing, there are skills and gifts and ways of seeing and doing things that are intimately yours. My colleague 

has methods of helping students identify what is their inner métier, beyond what your actual job is called – it 

tells about how you approach and perform that job. I could see cartography as an inner métier for me, for I see 

its paradigms and models throughout many of my activities. Can you think for yourself of key learning 

experiences of that kind? There are many ways (often hidden or unconscious) in which who we are determine 

what we know – or how we will know. 

So when later I entered the Goddard IMA program (which was called something else at the time), I was informed 

– more or less consciously – by these three important learnings: 1) that knowledge is contextual and 

historicized, 2) that it is possible to think and conceptualize the individual’s most subjective and ineffable 

experiences and 3) an almost innate understanding of the constructed nature of knowledge – through my ability 

to see structures and to map territories. 

* 

My initial study plan for my Goddard MA was fairly straightforward: after my highly disciplinary Bachelor degree 

in music composition, I wanted to move on to a larger framework. I had ideas for a multidisciplinary show, that 

would have involved performance, video, installation, visual art, poetry. So my masters’ project was to do 

multidisciplinary art or interdisciplinary art – I didn’t know the difference at the time. My first study plan had 

two components: a creative component of making the work for my multidisciplinary project, and a theoretical 

component for elucidating interdisciplinary art. 

Quite early in my research, I realized that there was very little, if anything, written on interdisciplinary art – in 

other words, the theory I needed to study did not seem to exist. So I asked myself why and it turned out to be 

the most fascinating theoretical problem. Eventually, I focused all my MA research on this theory-making 

component: understanding the interdisciplinary phenomenon in the arts. I did not give up the creative 

component, which was realized over the years to come – not into a public performance, though, but in another 

graduate project: my own MFA in Open Media, at Concordia University in Montreal. 

So what is “interdisciplinary art”? When I began researching it, it was simply regarded as a new art form – we 

thought that interdisciplinary art was incorporating two or more art forms (poetry and painting, music and 

sculpture, and so forth). Well, that seemed easy as a definition, but there were problems with that. 1) A lot of 

art disciplines already involve two or more arts: think of opera (music and playwright), song (music and poetry), 

ballet (dance, music and, often, story), collage (painting and photography), and many others. 2) Also, there is a 

lot of art today involving none of the known artforms – or art disciplines. So to circumscribe which artworks 
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should be considered “interdisciplinary” was already impossible. That caused a very practical problem especially 

with art institutions (museums, art departments, grant institutions, journals), in terms of determining what fell 

within their purview and what did not and what kind of new institutional structures were needed, since their 

existing programs and structures were mostly disciplinary. 

My first hypothesis was that the dominant paradigm was at fault. Indeed, the great majority of the discourses in 

the arts are looking at the artwork. They are all what we may call “reception discourses”, i.e. discourses on art 

from the point of view of a receptor. That receptor may be a philosopher, or a historian or a critic, but they are 

not artists, the makers of art. The problem that I was seeing was that the “interdisciplinariness” of an artwork 

was not happening so much in the final work itself as it was happening in the process of creation. I used the 

example of a real artist, Meredith Monk,  who is a trained dancer but had just made a feature-length fiction film. 

Well when she makes that film, Monk is going through an interdisciplinary process, because she crosses from 

dance to film-making, but her final product (the film) is not, per se, an interdisciplinary artwork… it is a film. And 

the same Meredith Monk is making music next time – again a disciplinary work. Yet we have to consider her an 

interdisciplinary artist, not because she makes “interdisciplinary artwork”, but because her work transcends her 

original discipline. That work can sometimes be “disciplinary,” if it ends up something that belongs to a discipline 

(like the film I mentioned, or when she made music), but it could also have ended up something that belongs to 

no identifiable discipline… because it uses non traditional materials, for example. 

Another hypothesis arose then. If a person having been trained in one of the artistic disciplines is able to go on 

and create work in other discipline (and we have tons of examples of that), and if – as people say – it takes a 

lifetime to train properly in any of the arts, then it means that there must be something that is learned in any 

discipline, something common to all the arts. When I study music, at the same time as I am learning about music 

itself, I am also learning something that also belongs to the other arts – and that is the ground I will stand on to 

create interdisciplinary work. I ended up seeing that common ground as the “background” behind the traditional 

artforms, as well as behind the interdisciplinary work. That background is the unity of the arts. I said that 

whatever was common to all the arts was what “art” is. And I proceeded to survey and identify what it was. I 

spoke of things like the sense of form, or the ability to make meaning through organizing materials (such as 

movement, sounds, colors, words, etc.).  

Trying to define art from that place, I said that all the arts, basically, organize (or in-form) materials of whatever 

kind so as to create a significant aesthetic experience. The artist arranges the materials so that they will be 

significant as art – and in that sense, art making can be seen as a kind of languaging process different from 

ordinary language.  

While the disciplinary artist is a specialist of using the traditional mediums and methods of his or her discipline, 

the interdisciplinary artist is a specialist of using mediums and methods of all kinds to achieve their artistic goals. 

They are specialists of “art making” and artistic working methods. They are specialized in “art” as a practice just 

as other artists are specialized in their own artforms.  

Underlying all this was my proposal that interdisciplinary art should rather be defined from the point of view of 

its maker, than trying to decide what qualifies as interdisciplinary work or not. I didn’t realize at first, but my 

idea was a real paradigm shift. I still work with that new paradigm. I have often been invited as a consultant by 
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institutions after that. My proposed paradigm shift helped solve the main problem that prevented institutions to 

create interdisciplinary art programs. I was saying: if you want to teach interdisciplinary art, you have to teach 

those skills that belong to the background and are common to all the arts. In particular, this was the theoretical 

and conceptual basis for the MFA in Interdisciplinary Arts program, that I was instrumental in creating, here at 

Goddard. 

And finally, the ability to shift that paradigm from the product – not so much to the process, as sometimes 

people think, but to the author – has informed my work in relation to epistemology and transdisciplinarity. 

Indeed, I look not at what is known (like things that we know), but at how it is known, by whom, and why. I look 

at the knowing subject – the philosophical subject, the person with a consciousness, who feels and is able to say 

“I”. To me, knowledge is not a thing, it is a subjective experience, lived by a conscious being. In the arts, I was 

saying: if you look at art from the point of view of the maker, then you see a very different thing. In relation to 

theory and knowledge, I say if you look at it from the point of view of the person making it – or the knower – 

you see things differently indeed. 

2) This Historic Moment 

We are currently in an interesting intellectual moment. The last two decades of the 20th century (more or less) 

were marked by what can be called a “deconstructive ethos.” Those who have lived through those decades will 

recognize that: a time when all concepts and values were doubted, suspected of some colonialist or ideologist 

underpinning. Remember, it was impossible to imply that there could be a “feminine”or “masculine” essence, or 

that there could be anything innate or “natural” to human beings – everything was considered culturally 

constructed. To be fair, I don’t know that deconstructionists affirmed that there was no essence, nothing 

essential in some hypothesized “human nature” – but rather, that if there was something like that, it was 

impossible to know it, for one’s own cultural constructs are an insurmountable paradigm.  

I don’t think one can dispute that gender is a construct. Race, too, is a terrible construct. Nature (and anything 

considered natural) is a construct. I remember even the term “consciousness” was a problem – my doctoral 

thesis director said to me once: “Listen, I am not even convinced that there is such a thing as consciousness.” As 

scholars in the 1990s, we used to refer to that climate as “deconstruction.” The term was popular – although not 

quite true to its origin: literally, “deconstruction” belongs to Jacques Derrida and should be limited to forms of 

literary analysis.  

(Let me digress for a moment, here. Since we are talking about paradigms, here is an important one: patriarchal 

transmission, great men, the process of cultural inheritance going from one great author to another. If you look 

up “deconstruction” in Wikipedia, for example, you will find that Derrida is the main thinker, and if you keep on 

reading the article, you will find that he might have been inspired by Roland Barthes and Heidegger, who himself 

was eventually inspired by Nietzsche… But shall we really believe that? Such an extensive and encompassing 

process of questioning all authoritative discourse in Western thought be attributed to the impulse of one man, 

who himself was informed by another one? Three or four men, Derrida, Barthes, Heidegger, Nietzsche, whose 

writings are extremely difficult to understand and certainly read by only a few? How can obscure texts like that 

have transformed the very foundation of social sciences and humanities? No, deconstruction is a tidal wave, that 

has pervaded all of Western intellectual culture – and we should rather attribute it to factors in society and 
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culture: such as a reaction to World War II and the Holocaust, to the inspiration of liberation movements, and to 

so many events… It is the ethos of a society in doubt and in revolutionary anger that gave importance to that 

idea – the word may have been coined by Derrida, but neither him nor Heidegger nor any other great 

philosopher has made it happen. On the contrary: it is the work of generations of feminist and postcolonialist, 

gay and black, and Third world and Native scholars, who have found deconstructionism relevant and applied it. 

It was a collective movement, a collective decision… not the concept of one European white philosopher. It is a 

patriarchal paradigm that tells the story that way.)  

In the end, if the term itself enjoyed such popularity, it is because it is very evocative. It tells an interesting tale, 

conjuring up a scene of the entire edifice of Western thought now in ruins, in pieces. And that is a pretty 

accurate picture, actually. We no longer know how to think, how to generate true statements, how to evaluate 

truth claims. We are caught between the failure of knowledge as we have known it for centuries, and no reliable 

ground to construct something new.  

I am not an historian, nor a sociologist, but just from observation and experience, it seems that several threads 

have concurred throughout the 20th century to arrive at this state of deconstruction. Here are a few: 

1. 19th century social scientists believed that social sciences would be found to operate upon the same 

principles and the same scientific method as the natural sciences. But the scientific evolution in the 20th 

century proved that the principles of the natural sciences cannot be applied to living and human 

systems: this is how were developed systems theory, humanist psychology, and especially 

constructivism (as the notion that knowledge is a construction). 

2. The great ideologies – nationalism, marxism, even humanism – have shown a dark side and left people 

disillusioned, embittered and cynical. 

3. Since the 1960s especially, several groups – people from non-Western cultures, people of color within 

Western cultures, women, gays, etc. – have confronted the generalizations that were at the very basis of 

our great narratives: when “white man” was standing for all humans, when western culture was 

standing for all cultures – and all the damage done by that kind of generalization. 

4. In particular, through a relatively obscure book which was to become the most often cited book in 

Academia (i.e. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions), we became aware of paradigms. 

5. Through competing theories in social sciences and humanities, and through a constant exercizing of 

criticism and active deconstruction of knowledge, increasingly people came to the realization that 

knowledge is not “discovered,” it is constructed. Data is not “collected,” it is produced and selected. 

6. The Internet, too, is now playing a part. It is completely traversed by the deconstructionist ethos and its 

counterpart, the “constructivist” vision of knowledge. In its underlying ideology, there is this sense that 

everybody has to right to publish what they want, and individuals should be able to decide for 

themselves the value of that discourse, or information. Wikipedia, also, enacts the notion that 

knowledge is collectively constructed. 

For twenty years – to speak for myself – I have lived in this cultural moment of epistemic deconstruction. 

Everything was susceptible of being deconstructed, ideas and beliefs that had not been yet would soon be.  

3) New practices, new criteria 
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Now does that mean we cannot know anything for sure? Well, the answer depends on how much complexity 

one is willing to entertain and how deep one is willing (or able) to go. 

The ability to think or to think deeper is an important point. Coming back to Minnich’s idea that “people who 

don’t think are capable of anything,” it is not always that people don’t want to think – it is often that they don’t 

know how to. False or deleterious reasoning is common – especially in one’s inability to detect where 

information is missing, or partial, and faulty paradigms. This is why I hold that the most important thing to teach 

across all sciences and humanities would be the knowledge of knowledge – some kind of “Elements of 

Epistemology” class… I often quote Edgar Morin, a leading thinker internationally – especially in the 

transdisciplinary movement – who says that there can be no knowledge without the knowledge of knowledge. 

Indeed, if we understand that we are all makers of knowledge, that knowledge is a collective enterprise, then 

the most important thing to learn would be how knowledge is made. That means epistemology and 

methodology classes, as early as possible. As Morin says, the knowledge of knowledge and the method of 

method. 

* 

Now let me end with some remarks about directions we might want to explore, what kind of approach to 

knowledge we might need. 

The term, “constructivism,” may sound like just another ideology or another movement. But this is not so. It is 

the name for our awareness – which has grown progressively over the last hundred years – that knowledge is 

imagined and created: people say “constructed.” And it points at the reality of our deeply felt need for some 

kind of “reconstruction.” 

In a constructivist context, the question is: what new paradigms should we choose? What is our goal? The old 

paradigms do appear dated and biased, but everybody has paradigms… It would be impossible to not have 

them. They are the way we think, the metaphors by which we interpret the world, the lenses through which we 

see…  

And I cannot really advocate “reconstruction.” For if we are to reconstruct anything, how can we be sure not to 

make the old mistakes of faulty generalization and mystified concepts4? Besides, is there anything worth 

“reconstructing”? I am not sure. As a woman, a lesbian and a compassionate human citizen, I cannot see myself 

reconstructing anything associated with the glory of white man, patriarchal, Western domination. As for non 

Western, I would not want religious or totalitarian regimes either. So let’s put it this way: what do we need? 

What kind of knowledge it would make sense to produce, through what kind of methodologies and what 

paradigms?  

At our level, in this intellectual context, I would suggest three things. Oh, I am not inventing those things. They 

are all there already, as new – and not so new – movements in our current intellectual culture. 

1) The complementarity of qualitative and quantitative; 

2) A radical positioning of the subject at the center of all knowledge about the human world; 

                                                           
4
 These terms refer to E. K. Minnich, Transforming Knowledge (Temple University Press, 1991). 
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3) Ethical epistemology and ethical theory (ethical paradigms). 

Starting with the complementarity of qualitative and quantitative…We need to push back so-called “normal” 

science to its proper corner – and stop thinking that we can apply its method to human affairs. Normal science’s 

ideal (of “verified truth” and simple, general laws applicable across the board) is remarkably effective, but only 

in a certain dimention of the material world. To imagine that we can know human matters through that method 

is actually dangerous. Quantitative research measures the process by which certain phenomena occur, and the 

prevalence of certain causes and effects, and it aims at enunciating general laws. If we stop here, we loose sight 

of the singularity of each living individuals, and the actual quality of what is experienced. For that, we need 

qualitative research – that is research into what individuals live and experience. The opposite to general laws, 

what general laws overlook: the infinite complexity and diversity of the subjects’ inner experience. Qualitative 

research does not see individuals as “samples”, but as subjects, as persons –  i.e. as self-directed, sentient, 

moral, creative beings, each absolutely unique and singular. 

And if we do that kind of research, we also need to factor in that the researcher is a subject too. All knowledge 

has an author. What is known is known by a subject (again in the philosophical sense): as a being with a unique 

consciousness and unique personal experiences.  

That means embracing the fact that there is not objective truth, only the truth of each individual’s experience. 

So for us to be able to evaluate and understand someone’s discourse, we need to know who the author is – to 

enter in some kind of relationship with them. We need relevant information on them. Think of the phrase 

(which incidentally is one of the first truly deconstructionist statement, in 1948) « One is not born woman, but 

rather becomes, woman », by Simone de Beauvoir. For us to understand the deep and far-reaching implications 

of that statement, it matters to know that it has been said by a woman. 

When in the traditional paradigm, the key word for research was « analysis », now it is « conception ». Where it 

was « distant observation », now it is « relations », « empathy », « listening ». It means talking a lot – it means 

that all we produce, in terms of thinking and knowledge, is part of conversations. Where knowledge was a 

matter of logic before, it is now dialogical. 

That means developing whole new qualitative research methods. We have quite a few now, actually. To me, the 

most interesting ones are 1st person research methods – and there is a whole series of them: autoethnography, 

autobiography and different kinds of personal narratives, documentary film and comprehensive interview, the 

study of one’s own practice, etc. 

Remember what I said about the inner métier – one’s inner vocation? Each of us has a different form of 

consciousness, a certain way to think and do things. Knowing that about ourselves can help explain why other 

people do not necessarily see things the way we do – and also why we see what we see. So it is important to 

know who we are as knowers and be able to explain it to other people. We all speak from a certain place, in a 

very unique manner and to very intimate aims. We are driven by our own very personal aspirations – we have 

personal ideas of what we want to accomplish… all of that qualifies what we are looking for and what we know – 

and the most we can bring to our consciousness, the better. To study who creates the knowledge and how and 

why, is essential to understanding it. 
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Likewise, we also need people to provide clear and explicit presentations of the methods and procedures they 

followed in conducting their research. What epistemological parameters were set at the beginning? Was there a 

disciplinary affiliation? Is there an overarching theory that the author endorses (like Darwinism, marxism, 

Christianism, humanism, Buddhism, etc.)? What values inform their research? Are they aware of their 

paradigms? And what was the context of their writing? Were they commissioned? Did something happened that 

made them write that piece? How should we understand their intentions? 

Finally, in third, I mentioned ethical epistemology. In evaluating the relevance and “truthfulness” of some 

writing or research results, I think we absolutely need to ask the ethical questions. Is this material ethical? Is it 

informed by love and compassion? By a sense of justice? If I pursue this line of thinking, will it make me a better 

person? Does this theory help me live an ethical life and make informed decisions? Does this theory lead to 

more justice, more life, a better world? 

Indeed, if we agree that knowledge is constructed, if we agree that the bulk of Western thinking is pervaded by 

biases and by the views of the dominant groups, if we agree that there is no objective truth, then we have to 

agree that how we will look at things and how we will conceptualize them and how we will understand the 

world is a decision. A most important decision – with personal and collective consequences.  

I think we have to dream what kind of life we want for ourselves and for the world, to construct a vision of what 

humanity means, and then think deeply about how to go from here to there. 
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