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Reflexivity without Systems? Philosophical Notes on Reflection

Ulrich Koch

In this talk I distinguish between different forms of reflexivity in the sciences and the humanities. Both much of modern language philosophy and research standing in the tradition of cybernetics and systems theory, I argue, can be read as attempts to capture the reflexive character of knowledge. Working out the differences between these two general approaches will help me to better situate what reflective practices in philosophy (and the humanities more broadly) are and why they should be distinguished from those found in the sciences. I will then discuss the reluctance of philosophers to conceive of reflexivity as a property of systems. One reason is that in the history of philosophy the discussion of reflexivity had long been centered on the possibility of reflexive thought (Descartes, Kant). Moreover, in the wake of the linguistic turn of the 20th century, several philosophers (Wittgenstein, Austin, Derrida), perhaps paradoxically, moved away from the idea that language constituted a system. I will highlight another possibility in my talk: As a reflective practice that is both evaluative and open-ended,  philosophy has little use for the notion of systems, which has its place in the explanatory sciences.
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