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ABSTRACT

In recent times, various "relational views" based on the "principle of complexity" have
emerged as alternatives to essentialist approaches, collectively referred to as the "relational
turn". However, the philosophical foundations of these views are often ambiguous, leading
to potential confusion with "relativist perspectives" or "interactive views" informed by
Habermas' Communicative Action. Contemporary scholarly concerns in the humanities
and social sciences -such as new emphasis on materiality, embodied practices, affects and
intuition, spatiotemporality, post-humanism, and even the co-disciplinary- to understand
human-societal processes, stem from "relational thought" but lack proper elucidation of
their ontological and epistemological underpinnings. The article employs the Synthesis
Research Method to comprehensively analyze and categorize "relational perspectives" based
on their ontological roots to address these issues. Moreover, it seeks to elaborate a "co-
disciplinary and (deep) relational epistemological and methodological framework" by
utilizing "general epistemic components” and "key components of the (deep) relational view
based on flat ontology". From this viewpoint, knowledge possesses multiple, heterogeneous,
mediated, and contextual nature, drawing from the intertwined resources of "conscious
subjectivity" (conscious deliberation or reflexivity) and "objectivity" (external
environment). Furthermore, unconscious mediators, such as "collective ideal" (culture and
discourse) and "individual embodied" (psychophysical characteristics) mediators, play an
essential role in shaping knowledge. Knowledge exhibits uncertain and contingent
boundaries, and is in a perpetual state of "becoming". Drawing inspiration from Latour, the
methodology is premised on developing "assemblage/deployment programs”. Importantly,
the epistemic framework can apply to a wide spectrum of fields, from humanities and social
sciences to art, spatial planning, and public policy, with the potential to promote single
disciplines into co-disciplinarity and co-disciplines into trans-disciplinarity.
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INTRODUCTION

The concept of "knowledge" in educational institutions and curricula is primarily
based on deterministic modernist teachings (naturalistic tradition) and sometimes
relativistic postmodern trends (anti-naturalistic tradition). These approaches take
essentialist and dualistic stances by separating knowledge fields, emphasizing single-
discipline specialization, and offering only a partial understanding of integrated
human-societal processes and dynamism. (Najarian, 2016; Paryad & Marofi, 2014)
Despite numerous criticisms of these approaches, there is growing emphasis on
adopting co-disciplinary approaches (Moussavi Khorshidi & Sharifzadegan, 2023).
Additionally, a wide range of "relational perspectives’ has been proposed as an
alternative to essentialist approaches (Kraus, 2019; Powell and Dépelteau, 2013;
Donati, 2011; Simpson, 2021), known as the "relational turn" (Donati, 2011, ch.4;
Dépelteau, 2013, 163-185) in various sciences.

However, both tendencies have their shortcomings. Co-disciplinary fields suffer
from eclectic theoretical gaps and lack a coherent methodological framework
(Danshpour, 2008, 22-25; Sharifzadegan and MalekpourAsl, 2016, 6; Nabavi, 2016,
91-92), while "relational viewpoints" are often proposed in a scattered and vague
manner, without clear ontological roots and epistemic frameworks. Sometimes they
are confused with "relativistic perspectives’ or "interactive viewpoints" (based on
Habermas' theory of communicative action), despite their fundamental differences
in philosophical bases. So it is necessary to develop a co-disciplinary methodology
based on a valid philosophical foundation and to consider the ontological and
epistemic foundations of relational perspectives.

This article introduces various relational perspectives based on their ontological
roots and argues that "flat ontology" (Ash, 2020; Beunen, Duineveld, and Van Assche,
2021; Marston, Woodward, and Jones, 2007; Moussavi Khorshidi & Sharifzadegan,
2023) is a (deep) relational perspective and a fundamentally co-disciplinary
philosophy. The article aims to develop a (deep) relational and co-disciplinary
epistemological and methodological framework based on flat ontology.

METHODOLOGY

This study employed the synthesis research method (configurative synthesis
approach) for basic research. Data was collected using the documentary method. The
main question of this article is: "What are the characteristics of knowledge that we
can know about reality based on the (deep) relational position of flat ontology, and
how is this understanding achieved?" Chart 1 briefly overviews the study procedure
used to develop and elaborate the epistemic framework.
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FINDINGS

General categories of "reality" and "knowledge’, as well as "knowledge of an
agent/subject” and "knowledge of various agents/subjects", are deeply intertwined
according to the perspective of flat ontology. The (deep) relational reflection on
knowledge through flat ontology requires (deep) relational redefining of the object,
the subject, their relationships, and presumptive mediators, based on the key
propositions of this article. According to this viewpoint, the object and the subject
are interconnected transactional entities.

The object must be redefined in a (deep) relational way across various research
fields. For instance, in spatial planning, "space” as the "object" is proposed as
"relational space”, encompassing interwoven individual subjective, social ideal, and
material dimensions. Similarly, "subject/agency” is an "intertwined individual-
collective" entity. The individual aspect of subject/agency includes "individual self-
conscious subjectivity” (conscious deliberation or reflexivity) and "unconscious
mediators" that affect the process of knowing. These "mediators" include "collective
unconscious intermediaries" (such as discourse and cultural norms) and "individual
unconscious intermediaries” (namely any perception resulting from bodily or
psychophysical characteristics, such as embodied experiences, practical and tacit
knowledge, habitual practices, lived experiences, affects, and intuition) (Boelens,
2021, 10; Kahneman, 2003, 1450, 1467-9; Latour, 2005, 44-50; Robertson, 1992, ch.2;
Burkitt, 2015, 8-9,14).

So the nature of "knowledge', or more precisely ‘reality-knowledges", is
characterized by being multiple, asymmetric, heterogeneous, contextual, value-laden,
mediated, uncertain, and contingent. The contingency depends on both
subjective/ideal and objective/material domains. In this view, the focus is on the
"relationality” and "intensity/strength/power of relationality” of knowledge, rather
than the comparability of knowledge in terms of truth and falsehood. A wide range
of knowledge sources are recognized in both the subjective/internal and
objective/external fields. Therefore, the "processes of becoming", besides the
"outcome”, of knowledge are crucial. The epistemology influenced by this viewpoint,
emphasizing interconnected knowledge sources and fields, is co-disciplinary.

Elaborating such knowledge requires developing a coherent (deep) relational
methodology to reorganize and reassemble these relationships. This methodology is
described as "a method of organization” (Dewey and Bentley, 1945, 229; 1946, 505),
"deployment” and "reassembling” (Latour, 2005), "a dialectical-relational approach"
(Fairclough, 2010), and "method assemblage" (Law, 2004, quoted by Sharifzadeh,
2021, 130, 137). It serves as a program that elaborates the "way of interconnection”
within and between heterogeneous entities to gain a deeper understanding of reality.
The program is abstract-concrete and idiographic-nomothetic (Jessop, 2001, 1216;



Ostrom, 2005, 28, 11-16), providing a meta-theoretical language for assembling the
internal and external relationality of entities such as subject/agency. Applying the
program in specific situations offers contextual knowledge.

CONCLUSION

A (deep) relational reflection on knowledge through flat ontology can significantly
enhance various fields and disciplines methodologically and substantively. This
approach can systematically connect knowledge areas such as psychology, cognitive
sciences, sociology, politics, economics, climate and environment, biology, and more,
leading to the development of co-disciplinary fields. By reorganizing and
rearticulating the relationships between knowledge fields, researchers can redefine
the foundations and boundaries of their respective fields, moving towards
transdisciplinarity.

This approach has the potential to open new horizons to any field of knowledge.
For instance, redefining subject/agency in a (deep) relational way and focusing on
mediators between subject and object can systematically integrate neuroscience/
cognitive sciences with all disciplines, thereby enhancing their theoretical richness.
Additionally, by reflecting on "reality" or any "thing" as "a network of networked
entities”, this view rejects the reification of "power" redefining it as the "intensity of
relationality” of any entity. Therefore, it considers all entities as having a certain
amount of power, and implicitly indicates how gradually the power of heterogeneous
agents can be strengthened. Connecting the content of various disciplines such as
politics, economics, sociology, and even the environment, this redefinition
fundamentally evolves them in new ways.

This epistemic framework can be applied and expanded to analyze all micro,
meso, and macro levels, from examining an entity to events, social movements, and
global trends. Therefore, based on a valid philosophical foundation, the framework
can provide a comprehensive integrated understanding of the intertwined collective
(structural, institutional, and discursive), individual (conscious and unconscious),
and biophysical aspects of the entities, events, and situations. Additionally, it can
guide the determination of action fields and multilateral policy-making to address
their issues. The recent global crisis of the Coronavirus pandemic, which challenged
all aspects of societies and human life, is proof of the importance of adopting such an
approach.

NOVELTY
The article makes the following contributions to knowledge boundaries:

¢ Examining the concepts around 'relationalism" and distinguishing it from
similar perspectives like "relativism", based on philosophical foundations.
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e Introducing "flat ontology" as a (deep) relational and co-disciplinary ontological
foundation.

® Developing a systematic epistemic framework for co-disciplinarity based on the
philosophical stance of flat ontology.

o Tllustrating methodological principles for leading single-disciplines towards co-
disciplinary fields, addressing co-disciplinary methodological shortcomings and
gaps, and developing trans-disciplines.

e Opening up new knowledge horizons, such as neuroscience and cognitive
sciences, to the various basic and applied sciences systematically, and enriching their
content.

¢ Recognizing the interconnected dimensions of knowledge, including the mental
and embodied, subjective/internal and objective/external, ideal and material,
societal/collective and individual, and unconscious and conscious, based on the
philosophical foundation of flat ontology.

o Delineating the necessary philosophical foundation for the comprehensive
understanding and conceptualization of integrated human-societal processes and
dynamism, applicable in various disciplines.
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3. nonhuman

4. ontological transcendence
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1. Woodward, Dixon & Jones
2. Social formations

3. Dixon & Jones

4. interactive views

5. communicative turn
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2. nested associations
3. dilated time
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1. Wellman and Berkowitz

2. linguistic turn

3. Foucaultian version of post-structuralism

4. epistemologically centered post-structuralism
5. representational theory
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1. Practice Theory

2. Critical Relaism

3. Elder-vass

4. Morphogenetic Approach

5. New Institutionalism
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1. Burkitt

2. McFarlane

3. Pleasants

4. reification

5. embodiement
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1. transcendence

2. Holloway

3. linear causality

4. circular causality

5. recursive causality

6. relational causality

7. flat ontology

8. Marston, Woodward & Jones
9. Brassier

10. Deleuzean ontology

11 process philosophy

12. ontology of difference
13. ontology of immanence
14. ontology of becoming
15. single-level ontology
16. assemblage ontology
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1. transactional sociology

2. none-representational/ more-than-representational theories

3. Thrift

4. McCormack

5. fields of transaction
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1. co-emerge

2. co-exist

3. co-evolve

4. relationality within and between entitites

5. pragmatism

6. ideal/subjective/symbolic/semiotic

7. material/objective and embodied aspects
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1. representational intermediaries/mediators
2. discursive practices

3. Kahneman
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1. unmediated re-presentation

2. assemblage/deployment programs

3. psychoanalysis of subjectivity
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1. structural-institutional context

2. planning position
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