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CHALLENGES OF THE KNOWLEDGE SOCIETY: 

THE ROLE OF SOCIAL SCIENCE 

What we name knowledge society is, more precisely, the effect of two different but 
coupled long lasting processes: 

1 The building of a society of individuals i.e. a democracy of individuals 
becoming more and more differentiated in social roles and personal life 
courses, and also more and more globally extended towards the 
constitution of a single word-people. 

2 The building of a science-based society i.e. a society centred on the key 
process of knowledge production by means of knowledge with surplus of 
knowledge, not merely from the economical point of view but also in the 
whole depth and length of individual daily-life. 

Quick as these processes presently are, we are confronting dramatic challenges for 
knowledge citizenship and societal governance in the whole knowledge circulation, 
i.e. generation, institutionalisation, diffusion (products/processes in the economical 
sphere and ideas/symbols in the communication sphere) and socialization 
(regulation, education, interiorization, practice community): 

1 Dramatic discriminations (among citizens, countries and continents) and 
sneaky cognitive monopolies will grow if a democratic knowledge 
governance should not develop. 

2 We still have an old fashioned education of scientists and researchers at 
large (historical and self-critical background of the discipline, general 
attitudes towards society, communicational skills and sense of 
responsibility of their key-role in the knowledge society). 

3 We lack a deep view onto the actual cognitive generation of knowledge at 
the research frontiers. 

4 We lack awareness about the social institutionalization of scientific 
knowledge and manifest perverse effects in peer review, mainstreaming, 
performance measuring. 



5 We are still groping our way while looking for citizens participation in 
public choice and their trusty delegation. 

6 As the distinction between science and technology blurs (as it is also 
between public and private institutions) the economical status of 
knowledge is confused: public good or proprietary good? Different 
authors, different communities, different societal worlds have radically 
different views and practises on such key-point. 

7 In the worldwide politics of science, which should be the dominant 
orientation: international cooperation (as for a highly challenging, cognitive 
conquest) or competition (as for a market conquest)? 

8 A widely diffused “Antiscience” (old and new ways of Antilluminism) still 
confronts a strongly rooted “Scientism” (utopian views and various forms 
of reductionism) as symbolic references (i.e. contemporary myths). 

Together with the mutation of our social species towards such a democratic 
science-based society, we also experiment the coming of a powerful convergence 
among four sciences/technologies (NBIC Convergence): nanosciences, 
biosciences, infosciences and neurocognitive sciences. It looks like a second 
scientific revolution (the first one signing the start of modernity) and we confront 
paramount challenges. 

1. The anthropological and cultural frontiers of our species’ life, thinking and 
ways of being social are going to be quickly exceeded. 

2. The socio-cognitive organization of modern scientific disciplines is 
obsolete, as it is for the dualism between natural and social sciences. 

3. Traditional ethics and tacit assumptions of modern science and society 
are incapable to help us from now on. 

In such a scenario, we should learn from natural science about the naturalistic 
background of ethics and social life, in order to reinforce their scientific status (not 
falling in anachronistic, scholastic views or inane, absolute relativisms). However, 
we should also learn from social science about the social constitution of natural 
science in order to gain a more scientific view of whole human science (not falling 
in abstract rationalism or various reductionisms actually menacing social sciences, 
too). 

In conclusion, we should bear in mind that, if science is always a specific science of 
the specific object, either science is one, or it is not good science, it is declining 
science, and in a science-based society also society should definitely result in 
decline. 


