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Preface

Since the publication of An Intreduction to Social Constructionism
m 1995 1 have been delighted by and grateful for the many
messages of appreciation | have received from readers. In pre-
paring this book I have tried to remam faithful to the intentions of
the original while aiming to reflect the growing complexity and
richness of social constructionism. As in the earlier publication. [
have generally adopted the position of the advocate. so that my
overall strategy has been to persuade the reader of the advantages
of a social constructionist approach. However, this is not an
uncritical advocacy and | have also discussed the weaknesses and
inadequacies of social constructionism and indicated the areas
where | believe it needs to be developed. 1 hope that. whether social
constructionist territory is already familiar to you or you are a new
and curious explorer. vou will enjoy this book.



Chapter 1

What is social
constructionism?

Over the last twenty years or so. students of the social sciences in
Britain and North America have witnessed the gradual emergence
of a number of alternative approaches to the study of human
beings as social animals. These approaches have appeared under a
variety of rubrics, such as ‘critical psychology’, ‘discursive psycho-
logy’, “discourse analysis’, “deconstruction” and “poststructuralism’.
What many of these approaches have in common. however, is what
is now often referred to as ‘social constructionism’. Social con-
structionism can be thought of as a theoretical orientation which to
a greater or lesser degree underpins all of these newer approaches,
which are currently offering radical and critical alternatives in
psychology and social psvchology. as well as in other disciplines in
the sociul sciences and humanities. Social constructionism. as it has
been taken up by psychology and social psychology, is the focus off
this book, and my aim is to introduce the reader 1o some of its
major features. while also elaborating upon the implications it
holds for how we are to understand human beings. and for the
discipline of psychology itsell.

In this introductory chapter, my first task will be to say what kinds
of writing and research [ include within the term ‘social construc-
tionism” and why. This will not necessarily be where others would
draw the boundary. but it will serve as an initial orientation for the
reader, giving some indication of what it means to take a social
constructiomst approach. [ will say something about the contri-
butors to the field. and why I have included them us social con-
structionists, [t is quite possible that T will be guilty of labelling as
‘soctal constructionist” writers who would not wish to be labelled as
such. and vice versa. [ apologise in advance to those who feel
uncomtortable with my description of them. but must adopt the
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rationale which appears to me to make sense of the area. [ will then
ga on to outline something of the history of the social constructionist
movement, especially as it has been taken up by social psychology.
As we shall see. social constructionism as an approach to the social
sciences draws its influences [rom a number of disciplines. ipcluding
philosophy. sociology and linguistics. making 1t multidisciplinary in
nature. Finally, I shall raise the major issues that will be addressed by
this book. indicating the chapters where they will be dealt with.

Is there a definition of social
constructionism?

First of all. I would like to point out that social constructionism is a
term that is used almost exclusively by psychologists. As Craib
(1997) points out. many of its basic assumptions are actually funda-
mental to one of its disciplinary cousins, sociology. and it 15 a
measure of the unhelpful separation of the disciplines of sociology
and psychology since the early 20th century that psychologists are
only just ‘discovering’ social constructionist ideas. There is no single
description, which would be adequate for all the different kinds of
writers whom [ shall refer to as social constructionist. This is
because, although different writers may share some characteristics
with others. there isn't really anything that they all have in common.
What links them all together is a kind of ‘family resemblance’.
Members of the same family differ in the family characteristics that
they share. There is no one characteristic borne by all members of a
family, but there are enough recurrent features shared amongst
different family members 1o identify the people as basically belong-
ing to the same family group. Ths is the model 1 shall adopt for
social constructionism. There is no one feature, which could be said
to identify a social constructionist position. Instead. we might
loosely think of as social constructionist any approach which has
at its foundation one or more of the following key assumptions
(from Gergen. 1985). You might think of these as something like
‘things vou would absolutely have to believe in order to be a social
constructionist’.

A critical stance toward taken-for-granted
knowledge

Social constructionism insists that we take a critical stance toward
our taken-for-granted ways of understanding the world. including
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ourselves. It invites us to be critical of the idea that our obser-
vations of the world unproblematically yield its nature to us, to
challenge the view that conventional knowledge is based upon
objective, unbiased observation of the world. Tt is therefore in
opposition to what is referred to as positivism and empiricism in
traditional science - the assumptions that the nature of the world
can be revealed by observation, and that what exists is what we
perceive to exist. Social constructionism cautions us to be ever
suspicious of our assumptions about how the world appears to be.
This means that the categories with which we as human beings
apprehend the world do not necessarily refer to real divisions. For
example, just because we think of some music as ‘classical’ and
some as ‘pop’ does not mean we should assume that there is
anything in the nature of the music itself that means it has to be
divided up in that particular way. A more radical example is that of
gender and sex. Our observations of the world suggest to us that
there are two categories of human being, men and women. Social
constructionism bids us to seriously question whether the categ-
ories ‘'man’ and ‘woman’ are simply a reflection of naturally
occurring distinct types of human being. This may seem a bizarre
idea at first. and of course differences in reproductive organs are
present in many species. But we become aware of the greyness of
such categories when we look at practices such as gender re-
assignment surgery and the surrounding debate about how to
classify people us unambiguously male or female. We can thus
begin to consider that these seemingly natural categories may be
mevitably bound up with gender. the normative prescriptions of
masculinity and femininity in a culture. so that that whole categ-
ories of personhood. that is all the things it means to be a man or a
woman. have been built upon them. Social constructionism would
suggest that we might equally well. and just as absurdly. have
divided people up into tall and short, or those with ear lobes and
those without. Social constructionism’s critical stance is particu-
larly adopted toward mainstream psychology and social psychol-
Ogy, generating radically dilferent accounts of many psychological
and social phenomena.

Historical and cultural specificity

The ways in which we commonly undersiand the world, the
Calegories and concepts we use. :are historically and culturally
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specific. Whether one understands the world in terms of men and
women. pop music and classical music, urban life and rural life.
past and future etc. depends upon where and when in the world
one lives, For example, the notion of childhood has undergone
tremendous change over the centurics. What it has beeny thought
natural’ for children to do has changed, as well as what parents
were expected to do for their children (e.g. Aries, 1962). 1t is only
in relatively recent historical times that children have ceased to be
simply small adults in all but their legal rights. And we only have
to look as far back as the writings of Dickens to remind ourselves
that the idea of children as innocents in need of adult protection is
a very tecent one indeed. We can see changes even within the
timespan of the last fifty years or so, with radical consequences for
how parents are advised to bring up their children.

This means that all ways of understanding are historically and
culturally relative. Not only are they specific to particular cultures
and periods of history, they are seen as products of that culture
and history. and are dependent upon the particular social and
economic arrangements prevailing in that culture at that time. The
particular forms of knowledge that abound in any culture are
therelore artefacts of it, and we should not assume that our ways of
understanding are necessarily any better, in terms of being any
nearer the truth. than other ways.

Knowledge is sustained by social processes

1f our knowledge of the world. our common ways of understanding
it, is not derived from the nature of the world as it really is, where
does it come from? The social constructionist answer is that people
construct it between them. [t is through the daily interactions
between people in the course of social life that our versions of
knowledge become fabricated. Therefore social interaction of all
kinds, and particularly language. is of great interest to social
constructionists. The goings-on between people in the course of
their everyday lives are seen as the practices during which our
shared versions of knowledge are constructed. For example what
we understand as dyslexia 18 2 phenomenon that has come into
being through the exchanges between those who have difficulties
with reading and writing and others who may teach them or offer
them diagnostic tests. Therefore what we regard as truth, which of
course varigs historically and cross-culturally. may be thought of as
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pur current accepted ways of understanding the world. These are a
product not of objective observation of the world, but of the social
processes and interactions in which people arc constantly engaged
with each other.

Knowledge and social action go together

These negotiated understandings could take a wide variety of
different forms, and we can therefore talk of numerous possible
social constructions of the world. But each different construction
also brings with it, or invites, a different kind of action from
human beings. For example, before the Temperance movement,
drunks were seen as entirely responsible for their behaviour. and
therefore blameworthy. A typical response was therefore imprison-
ment. However. there has been a move away from seeing drunken-
ness as a crime towards thinking of it as a sickness, a kind of
addiction. The alcoholic is not seen as totally responsible for their
behaviour, since they are the victims of a kind of drug addiction.
The social action appropriate to understanding drunkenness in this
way is to offer medical and psychological treatment. not imprison-
ment. Descriptions or constructions of the warld therefore sustain
some patterns of social action and exclude others. Our construc-
tions of the world are therefore bound up with power relations
because they have implications for what it is permissible for
different people to do. and for how they may treat others.

How is social constructionism different
from traditional psychology?

If we look closely at the four broad social eonstructionist lenets
outlined above. we can see that they contain a number of leatures
which are in quite stark contrast to most traditional psychology
and social psychology. and are therefore worth spelling out.

Anti-essentialism

Since the social world, including ourselves us people, is the product
of social processes. it follows that there cannot be any given.
determined nature to the world or people. There are no essences
inside things or people that make them what they are. Although
some kinds of traditional psvehology. such as behaviourism. would
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constructionism therefore heralds a radically different model of
what it could mean to do social science. The social constructionist
critique of the realist philosophy of much traditional psychology
focuses upon psychology’s denial that its own grasp on the word
must itself be partial. It is partial both in the sense of being only
one way of seemng the world among many potential ways and in the
sense of reflecting vested interests. Although social constructionism
is generally suspicious of realist claims. some social constructionists
embrace a form of realism known as critical realism (see below).

Historical and cultural specificity of knowledge

If all forms of knowledge are historically and culturally specific,
this must mclode the knowledge generated by the social sciences.
The theories and explanations of psvehology thus become time-
and culture-bound and cannot be taken as once-and-for-all
descriptions ol human nature. Stearns (1995) notes that there are
numerous emotional states recognised and clearly experienced by
people in non-western cultures that just do not translate into
western terms. For example. for the Japunese. amae refers 10 a
‘feeling of sweet dependence on another person’ (p. 42). The dis-
ciplines of psychology and social psychology can therefore no
longer be aimed at discovering the true nature of people and social
life. They must instead turn their attention to a historical study of
the emergence of current forms of psvchological and social life. and
1o the social practices by which they are created. Social construc-
tionism criticises traditional psychology for adopting an implicit or
explicit imperiahsm and colonialism in which western ways of
seeing the world wre automatically assumed to be the right ways,
Which it then attempts 10 impose on others.

Language as a pre-condition for thought

Our ways of understanding the world do not come from objective
}‘ealil_\ but [rom other people. both past and present, We are born
1o a4 world where the conceptual lrameworks and categories used
by the people in our culture already exist. We do not each con-
veniently happen to find existing categories of thought appropriate
for the expression of our experiences. For example, i | say that |
Prefer 1o wear clothes that are fashionable rather than out-dated. it
18 the concept of fushion that provides the bisis for my experienced




8 Social constructionism

preference. Concepts and calegories dre acq uired by each person as
they develop the use of language and are thus reproduced every day
by everyone who shares a culture and a language. This means that
the way a person thinks, the very categories and concepts that
provide a framework of meaning for them, are provided by the
language that they use. Language therefore 1s a necessary pre-
condition for thought as we know it. The relationship between
thought and language has been the focus of a long-standing debate
in psychology. with a number of different conceptualisations of this
relationship being offered. A significant difference for our purposes
exists between the positions adopted by Piaget and by Whort (1941).
Piaget believed that the child must develop concepts Lo some degree
before verbal tags could be given to them, but Whor{ argued that a
person's native language determines ‘then way they think and perceive
the world. Most of wraditional psychology at least holds the tacit
assumption that language is a more or less straightforward

expression of thought, rather than a pre-condition of 1.

Language as a form of social action

By placing centre-stage the everyday interactions between people
and seeing these as actively producing the forms of knowledge we
take for granted and their associated social phenomena, it follows
that language too has to be more than simply a way of expressing
ourselves. When people talk to each other. the world gets con-
structed. Our use of language can therefore be thought of as a form
of Actionrand some social constructionists take this ‘performative’
role of language as their focus of interest. As pointed out above.
traditional psychology has typically regarded language as the
passive vehicle for our thoughts and emotions. Social construction-
1sm challenges this. because language has practical consequences
for people that should be acknowledged. For example, when a
judge says. ‘1 sentence you to four years’ imprisonment’. or when a
priest says, ‘I pronounce you man and wife’, certain practical
consequences. restrictions and obligations ensue.

A focus on interaction and social practices

Traditional psychology looks for explanations of social phenomena
inside the person. for example by hypothesising the existence of
attitudes. motivations, cognitions and so on. These entities are held
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to be responsible for what individual people do and say, as well as
for wider social phenomena such as prejudice and delinquency.
Sociology has traditionally countered this with the view that it is
social structures, such as the economy. or the major institutions
such as marriage and the family, that give rise to the social
phenomena that we see. Social constructionism regards as the
proper focus of our enquiry the social practices engaged in by
people. and their interactions with each other. For example. a child
with a learning ditficulty is pathologised by traditional psychology
by locating the difficulty within the psychology of the child, The
social constructionist would challenge this by looking at how the
learning difficulty is a construction that emerges through the inter-
actions between the child, 1ts teachers and others. Similarly. a
person with a physical disability can only be seen as such when we
take into account the fact that this person must inhabit a world n
which social practices, for example driving long distances to the
workplace and playing sports at the weekend. and material facili-
ties, for example the standard height of kitchen units, are geared to
the capabilities of the majority. Social constructionism therefore
relocates problems away from the pathologised. essentialist sphere
of traditional psychology.

A focus on processes

While most traditional psychology and sociology has put forward
explanations in terms of entities, such as personality traits. econ-
omic structures. models of memory and so on. the explanations
offered by social constructionists are more often in terms of the
dynamics of social interaction, The emphasis is thus more on
processes than structures. The aim of soeal enquiry is removed
from questions aboutl the nature ol people or society towards a
consideration of how certain phenomena or forms of knowledge
are achieved by people in mteraction. Knowledge is therefore seen
not as something that a person has or doesn’t have, but as some-

thing that_people do together,

Where did social constructionism come
from?

Social constructionism us it is now infiltrating British and North
American psychology and social psychology cannot be traced back
10 a single source. It has emerged from the combined intluences of
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a number of North American. British and continental writers
dating back more than thirty vears. These in turn are rooted in
philosophical developments that began two to three hundred years
ago. | shall deseribe here what may be considered an outline of its
history and major influences, bearing in mind that this higtory itself
is only one of many possible constructions of the events!

The Enlightenment, modernism and
postmodernism

The cultural and mniellectual backcloth against which social con-
structionism has taken shape, and which to some extent gives it its
particular flavour, 1s what is usually referred to as postmodernism
(see Hollinger, 1994 for a discussion of postmodernism in the social
sciences). Postmodernism as an intellectual movement has its
centre of gravity not in the social sciences but in art and archi-
tecture. literature and cultural studies. [t represents a questioning
of and rejection of the fundamental assumptions of modernism, the
intellectual movement which preceded it and exists alongside it.
generating much argument and debate, In many ways it embodies
the assumptions underlying mteliectual and arustic life that have
been around since the tme of the Enhghtenment. which dates from
aboul the mid-eighteenth century.

The Enlightenment project was to search for truth, to under-
stand the true pature of reality, through the application of reason
_and rationality. This is in sharm%%dﬁmad.
in which the church was the sole arbiter of truth, and in which it
was not the responsibility of individual human beings to discover
the truth about life or to make decisions about the nature of
morality. Science. as the antidote to the dogma of the mediaeval
period. was born in the Enlightenment period. The philosopher
Emmanuel Kant was an advocate of *Enlightenment’, and saw the
motto of this project as sapere aude! — have courage to use vour
_own understanding. He argued that all matters should be subject to
publicity and debate. The individual person, rather than God and
the church, became the focus for issues of truth and morahty. It
was now up to individuals to make judgements, based on objective,
_scientific evidence, about what reality was like and therefore what
were appropriate moral rules for humans to live by.
The Modern movement in the artistic world took up its own
search for truth. This generated much debate and argument aboul,
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for example. the value of different ways of pamting (was the
Impressionist way better than the pre-Raphaelite way, or the
Expressionist way?) This search for truth was often based upon
the idea that there were rules or structures underlying the surface
features of the world, and there was a belief in a ‘rght’ way of
doing things. which could be discovered. The classical architecture
of the Romans and Greeks was based upon the use of particular
mathematical proportions, like the ‘golden section’, which were
thought to lie at the heart of beautiful forms and Modern archi-
tecture too embodied the assumption that a good design in some
way expressed the underlying function of the building,

In sociology, the search for rules and structure was exemplified by
Marx, who explained social phenomena 1n terms of the underlying
economic structure, and psychologists such as Freud and Piaget
each postulated the existence of underlying psychic structures to
account for psychological phenomena. In each case the hidden
structure or rule is seen as the deeper reality underlying the surface
features of the world. so that the truth about the world could be
revealed by analysing these underlying structures. Theories in the
social sciences and humanities which postulate such structures are
known as ‘structuralist’. The later rejection of the notion of rules
and structures underlying forms in the real world 1s thus known as
‘poststructuralism’. and the terms “postmodernism’ and *postructur-
alism’ are sometimes used interchangeably. The common feature to
all of these theories is that they constitute what are often called
‘metanarratives' or grand theories. They olfered a way of under-
standing the entire social world in terms of one all-embracing
principle; for example, for Marx it was class relations. And there-
fore recommendations for social chunge were based upon this
principle, in this case revolution by the working class.

But the Enlightenment also had its critics in the counter-
Enlightenment movement. The philosopher Nietzsche claimed that
it had in fact turned science. reason and progress into ils own
dogmas. He 100k the more nihilistic view that history and humap
life_are not progressing, that there is no grand purpose. grand
narrative A1 be_discerned from history. We see the
beginnings of postmodernism here. Postmodernism is & rejection of
both the idea that there can be an ultimate truth and of structural-
ism, the ides thut the world as we see it is the result of hidden
structures, In architecture, it is exemplitied by the design ol build-
ings. which appeur to disregard the accepted wisdoms of good
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design. In art and literature it 1s seen in the demal that some artistic
or literary forms are necessarily better than others. so that Pop art
claimed a status for itself and the objects it represented equal to that
of, say, the works of Leonardo da Vinci or Michelangelo. In literary
criticism. it also led to the idea that there could be no “trua’ reading
ol a poem or novel. that each person’s interpretation was necessarily
as good as the next, and the meanings that the original author might
have intended were therefore irrelevant.

Postmodernism rejects the idea that the world can be understood
in terms of grand theories or metanarratives. and emphasises
instead the co-existence of a multiplicity and variety of situation-
dependent ways of life. This is sometimes referred to as pluralism. It
argues that we in the west are now living in a postmodern world, a
world that can no longer be understood by appeal to one over-
arching system of knowledge. for example a religion. Developments
in technology. in media and mass communications means that we
are now living in a condition where there are available to us many
different kinds of knowledge. There are a variety of natural and
social scientific disciplines. many religions, alternative medicines. a
choice of lifestyles and so on, each of them operating as a relatively
sell-contained system of knowledge which we can dip in and out of
as we please. Postmodernism thus rejects the notion that social
change is a matter of discovering and changing the underlying
structures of social life through the application of a grand theory or
metanarrative. In fact. the very word ‘discover’ presupposes an
existing, stable reality that can be revealed by observation and
analysis, an idea quite opposed to social constructionism.

Sociological influences

Despite their differences. Kant, Nietzsche and Marx held in
common the view that knowledge 1s at least in part a product of
human thought rather than grounded in an external reality. A
number of sociologists took up this theme in the early twenticth
century in the form of the sociology of knowledge. This was
concerned with how sociocultural forces construct knowledge and
with the kind of knowledge they construct, and was initially
focused on concepts such as ideology and false consciousness.
But a major and more recent contribution having its roots in the
sociology of knowledge is Berger and Luckmann’s (1966) book
The Social Construction of Reality. This book draws on the sub-
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discipline of symbolic interactiomism, which began with the work
of Mead (1934) at the University of Chicago. Fundamental to
symbolic interactionism is the view that as people we construct our
own and each other’s identities through our everyday encounters
with each other in social interaction. In line with this way of
thinking, the sociological sub-discipline of ethnomethodology,
which grew up in North America in the 1950s and 1960s, tried to
understand the processes by which ordinary people construct social
life and make sense of it to themselves and each other.

Berger and Luckmann's anti-essentialist account of social life
argues that human beings together create and then sustain all social
phenomena through social practices. They see three fundamental
processes as responsible for this: externalisation, objectivation and
internalisation. Berger and Luckmann show how the world can be
socially constructed by the social practices of people but at the
same time experienced by them as if the nature of their world is
pre-given and fixed (see Chapter 9 for more details of Berger and
Luckmann's theory). We could say that social constructionism
itself has now achieved the status of un object. In writing this book
and ostensibly describing it I am contributing to its objectivation in
the world. And in the future, students who read this and other
books about social constructionism will tend to think of it as an
area of knowledge that has been discovered rather than as an etfect
of social processes. In writing this book. then. | am contributing 10
what might be called ‘the social construction of social construc-
tionism’.

The turn to language and the ‘crisis’ in social
Psychology

In psychology. the emergence of social constructionism is usually
Flated from Gergen's (1973) puper ‘Social psvchology as history’
In which he argues that all knowledge. including psvchological
knﬂwledge. is historically and culturally specific, and that we
therefore musi extend our enquiries bevond the individual into
soctal, political and economic realms for a proper understanding of
the evolution of present-day psychology and social life. In addition,
he argues that there is no point m looking for once-und-for-all
descriptions of people or society, since the only abiding feature
of social life is that it is continually changing. Social psychology
thus becomes a form of historical undertaking. since all we can
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ever do 1s 1o try to understand and account for how the worl
appears to be at the present time. In this paper can be seen the
beginnings of Gergen's later work on social psychology. history
and narrative.

Gergen's paper was writlen at the time of what is often referrec
to as ‘the crisis in social psychology’ (e.g. see Armustead, 1974)
Social psychology as a discipline can be said to have emerged from
the attempts by psvchologists to provide the US and Britsk
governments during the Second World War with knowledge thay
could be used for propaganda and the manipulation of people. I
grew out ol guestions like ‘How can we keep up the morale of
troops? and ‘How can we encourage people to eal unpopular
foods? Il also grew up at a time when its parent discipline ol
psychology was carving out a name for itself by adopung the
positivist methods of the natural sciences. Social psychology as a
discipline therefore emerged as an empiricist. laboratory-based
science that had habitually served. and was paid for by, those in
positions of power. both in government and in industry.

Social psychologists in the 1960s and early 1970s were becoming
increasingly worried by the way that the discipline implicitly pro-
moted the values of dominant groups. The ‘voice’ of ordinary
people was seen as absent from its research practices. which. in
their concentration on de-contextualised laboratory behaviour,
ignored the real-world contexts which give human action its
meaning. A number of books were published. each in their own
way trving lo redress the balance, by proposing allernatives to
positivist science and focusing upon the accounts of ordinary
people and by challenging the oppressive and ideological uses of
psvchology (e.g. Brown, 1973: Armistead. 1974).

While Gergen was writing in America, in the UK Harré and
Secord (1972) were arguing for a new vision of the science of
psychology. based upon the view that people are ‘conscious social
actors, capable of controlling their performances and commenting
intelligently upon them’ (preface). They therefore opposed the
positivist, experimentalist tradition in social psychology and saw
people as skilled social practitioners who are able to monitor and
comment upon their own activity. The importance of language as
something other than a way of describing things - as a social
resource for constructing different accounts of the world and
events — is implicit in these works as it is in that of Berger and
Luckmann.
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These concerns are clearly apparent today in the work of social
psychologists in social constructionism. Its multidisciplinary
background means that it has drawn its ideas from a number of
sources. and where it has drawn on work in the humanities and
literary criticism, its influences are often those of French intel-
lectuals such as Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida. Its cultural
backdrop is postmodernism. but it has its own intellectual roots in
carlier sociological writing and in the concerns of the crisis in social
psychology. Social constructionism is therefore a movement which
has arisen from and is infiuenced by a variety of distiplines and
intellectual traditions. '

What kinds of psychology can be called
social constructionist?

One of the biggest difficulties in presenting an account of varieties
of social constructionism is the wide range of terms that are used
by writers and researchers to describe their theoretical and
methodological positions. By and large. this reflects the fact that
there are a great many commonalities and differences in the field.
so that it would be a misrepresentation to suggest that there exist
coherent and identifiable types of social constructionism. Never-
theless, for the purposes of this chapter some broad-brush charac-
terisations are necessary, In the following account | have chosen
terms which some may feel are misleading. but 1 have tried 1o
explain. where appropriate. the reasons for my choice.

Critical psychology/critical social psychology

Asg Danziger (1997) points out. the most obvious feature of the
relationship between social constructionism | and mamstream
psychology is that social constructionism functions as critique.
This critique encompasses the questions that psychology chooses to
ask about human beings and the methods it adopts to investigate
these as well us the answers it has traditionally provided. and is
therefore in part a continuation ol the “crisis’ debates in social
PS}'Cholc)gy. Some writers and researchers have focused upon this
critical approach. and there is now a considerable literature that
has come to be termed critical psychology (Fox und Prilleltensky.
1997; Sloun, 2000: Stainton Rogers et al.. 1993) and critical soctal
psychology (Gough and McFadden. 2001: Ibafez and Iniguez
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1997). Critical psychology looks at how the individual is located
within society in relation to difference. incquality and power and
has provided alternative readings of a range of psychological
phenomena. such as mental illness. mtelligence. personality theory.
aggression and sexuality, However, although some citical psy-
chologists build their critique upon social constructionist princi-
ples. others have arrived at critical psychology through other
theoretical routes and may draw more upon ideology. Marxism or
various forms of feminism. So that although much critical psy-
chology can be said to be social constructionist in spiril. some
critical psychologists would not necessarily refer to themselves as
social constructionists. Critical social psychologists may also adopt
a political stance, but for some the political agenda is less explicit
and they are critical in the sense of raising awareness of the
assumptions underlying the theory and practice of social psycho-
logy. Since there is no reason to make a distinction between the
terms here, 1 shall refer to all such work as critical psychology.

Discursive psychology

The focus on social interaction and language as a form of social
action that are characteristic features of social constructionism have
heen placed centre-stage by a number of theorists and researchers.
This work has more recently come to be termed ‘discursive psy-
chology™ (Edwards and Potter, 1992: Harré and Stearns. 1995).
Discursive psychology has been self-adopted as the preferred term
to describe the work of a number of researchers whose work 1s
now widely known, and [ have therefore chosen to use this generic
title here. Discursive psychology also shares the radically anti-
essentialist view of the person of social constructionism, and in
particular it denies that language 1s a representation of. or route to,
internal mental states or cognitions such as attutudes, beliefs,
emotions and memones (e.g. Harré and Gillett, 1994; Harre, 1995a).
Discursive psychology does not necessarily try to deny the existence
of such cognitions: discursive psychologists, rather than debating
the existence or nature of things, ‘bracket” this issue. Potter says:

... 1 am certainly not trying to answer ontological questions
about what sort of things exist. The focus i1s upon the way
people construct descriptions as factual. and how others
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undermine those constructions. This does not require an
answer 1o the philosophical question of what factuality 1s.
(Potter. 1996a: 6)

The particular concern of discursive psychology is to study how
people use language in their everyday interactions, their ‘discourse’
with each other. and how they are adept at putting their linguistic
skills to use in building specific accounts of events, accounts which
may have powertul implications for the interactants themselves, It
is therefore primarily concerned with the performative functions of
language as outlined above.

Discursive psychologists have applied this understanding of the
constructive. performative use of language to a number of psycho-
logical phenomena, thereby challenging the mainstream under-
standing of these. Examples include memory (Edwards and Potter.
1995). emotion (Edwards. 1997), attribution (Edwards and Potter,
1993) and learning disability (Mehan. 1996/2001). The action
onentation of discursive psychology therefore transforms tradi-
tional psychology's concern with the nature of phenomena such as
memory and emotion into a concern with how these are performed
by people. Thus memory. emotion and other psychological phe-
nomena become things we do ruther than things we have. Some
psychologists taking a discursive approach have gone beyond
analysing the accounting practices ol interactants to an examina-
tion of how these may be intimately related to the power of
ideologies in contemporary society. for example sexism (Edley and
Wetherell. 1995) and nationalism (Billig, 1995).

Deconstructionism and Foucauldian discourse
analysis

Discursive psychalogy. which emphasises the constructive work
that people do in building accounts of events. can be contrasied
W%th deconstructionism. This draws on the work of poststructur-
alist French philosophers such as Michel Foucault and Jacques
Derrida. and the term *deconstruction” was introduced by Derrida.

onstructiomsm emphasises the constructive power of language
as 4 system of signs rather than the constructive work of the
ndividual person. [t is concerned with how the human subject
becomes constructed through the structures ol language and
through weology. The central concept here 1s the “text’,
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A lext is any printed. visual. oral or auditory production tha
is available for reading. viewing or hearing (for example. ar
article, a film. a painting. a song). Readers create texts as they
interpret and interact with them. The meaning of a text i
always mndeterminate, open-ended and interactiomal. Decon
struction is the critical analysis of texts.

(Denzin. 1995: 532

In terms of the features of social constructionism outlined above,
its focus is upon the historical and cultural specificity of knowledge
and the relationship between such knowledge and the possibilities
for social action and power. The varieties of approaches that share
this broad concern really don’t appear under a generic title in the
literature that you may encounter. Although deconstruction as a
method of analysis is often associated with the historical develop-
ment of discursive psychology (see Potter. 1996a). ils research
application today often appears under the rubric of ‘Foucauldian
discourse analysis’ and is often associated with a concern 1o
identify the ideological and power effects of discourse.

Foucault argued that the way people talk about and think about,
for example, sexuality and mental illness — in other words the way
these things are widely represented in society — brings with it
implications for the way we treat people. Our representations entail
particular kinds of power relations. For example. as a society we
think of people who hear voices as mentally ill and refer them to
psychiatrists and psychologists who then have power over many
aspects of their lives. Foucault referred to such representations as
‘discourses’, since he saw them as constituted by and operating
through language and other symbolic systems. Our ways of talking
about and representing the world through written texts, pictures
and images all constitute the discourses through which we experi-
ence the world. Deconstructionism is therefore an axiomatic
example of social constructionism, since it is the structures of our
socially shared language that are seen as producing phenomena at
both the social and personal levels. The way that discourses
construct our experience can be examined by ‘deconstructing’ these
texts, taking them apart and showing how they work to present us
with a particular vision of the world. and thus enabling us to
challenge it. Examples of the critical use of deconstruction include
Parker et al. (1995), Parker and the Bolton Discourse Network
(1999) and Wodak (1996).
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Constructivisms

Readers may became confused by the fact that the term “construc-
tivism’ is sometimes used to refer to theoretical approaches that
seem to share fundamental assumptions with social construction-
ism. This is becoming less of 4 problem. as writers and researchers
have clarified some of their similarities and differences. I shall use
the term social constructionism, rather than constructivism.
throughout this book.

Constructivism 1s sometimes used to refer to Plagetian theory
and to a particular kKind of perceptual theory, but i the current
context readers may encounter it in the form of perspectives that.
in one form or another, see the person as actively engaged in the
creation of their own phenomenal world. The contrast being made
by such approuaches is usually with the view that things and events
have an essential nature or meaning that then impacts upon the
person in some predictable manner. and that perception is ideally
a matter of mternalising a truthful representation of the world.
Much of traditional psychology fits this description, including
behaviourism. psychoanalytic theory and evolutionary psvchology.
Constructivist psychologies, hy contrast, argue that each person
percetves the world differentlv and actively creates their own
meanings trom events. The “real” world is therefore a different place
for each of us. This is the stance of ‘radical constructivism® (von
Glasersfeld. 1981), which assumes a Kuntian distinction between
an individualised phenomenal world and an unknowable real
world.

A similar position is espoused by Kelly (1955) in his personal
construct psychology (PCP). Kelly argues that each of us develops
a system of dimenstons of meaning. which he calls “constructs’. We
perceive the world in terms of these construgts and our actions.
although never predictable. can be understood in the light of our
construal ol the world. Everyone construes the world differently. so
I this sense we cach inhabit different worlds. ulthough it is possible
for us 1o gwin some appreciation of others” constructions. and Kelly
termed this “sociality’. The power of Kelly's constructivist position
1S that we have the capacity to change our own constructions ol the
world und thereby to create new possibilities for our own action.
Likewise. narrative psychology (Gergen and Gergen. 1984, 1986:
Sarbin. [986: Crossley. 2000) argues that we (el each other and
ourselves stores that powerfully shape our possibilities.
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The essential difference between such constructivisms and socia
constructionism are twolold: in the extent to which the individua
is seen as an agent who is in control of this construction process
and in the extent to which our constructions are the product of
social forces, either structural or interactional. Howeveg, given the
obvious points of agreement between constructivism and social
constructionism, some writers have tried to bring them together in
4 synthesis. (e.g. Botella, 1995; Burr and Butt, 2000).

Differences and debates in social
constructionism

I present here a very brief outline of some of the major differences
and debates in the field, and these will be further elaborated in later
chapters.

Critique

As Danziger (1997) points out, one thing that seems Lo unite
different forms of social constructionism is their role in forming a
radical critique of mainstream psychology. But he cautions that in
this sense social constructiomsm therefore paradoxically ‘needs’ the
mainstream. There is therefore something of a tension in the field
around the extent to which social constructionist theory and
research is able to generate its own theoretical and research pro-
grammes, as opposed to maintaining a kind of guerrilla warfare
upon mainstream psychology from the margins of the discipline.
For some (e.g. Parker, 1999; Parker et al., 1995) the primary aim is
to use social constructionism to subvert the more damaging or
oppressive aspects of mainstream psychology. Social constructionist
theory and research has been taken up in a variety of ways by those
wishing to challenge oppressive and discriminatory practices, for
example in the areas of gender and sexuality, disability and race.

Research focus

As indicated above, there exist al present two broad, major forms
of social constructionist theory and research, the first focusing
upon the micro structures of language use in interaction and the
second focusing upon the role of more macro linguistic and social
structures in framing our social and psychological life. Danziger
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(1997) characterises the difference in focus as ‘light’ and ‘dark’
social constructionism, emphasising the more ‘hopeful’ message
implicit in the idea that people construct themselves and each other
during interaction (rather than being outcomes ol “dark’ social
forces). These terms may be seen as preferable to, for example.
‘strong’ and ‘weak’ constructionism. which may imply that one
form is more fragile. However, it has been argued that ‘dark’” and
“light” also carry negative connotations (Burman, 1999). At the risk
of introducing further confusion into the literature, T am going to
adopt the terms “micro’ and ‘macro’ social constructionism to refer
to these two broad approaches. The most prominent representa-
tives of micro and macro social constructionism may be said to be
discursive psychology and Foucauldian discourse analysis respec-
tively. Confusingly, both kinds of research may be referred to as
‘discourse analysis’.

Micro social constructionism

This sees social construction taking place within everyday discourse
between people in interaction. It includes those who refer to them-
selves as discourse psychologists. For micro social constructionism,
multiple versions of the world are potentially available through this
discursive, constructive work, and there is no sense in which one
can be said to be more real or true than others: the text of this
discourse is the only reality we have access to - we cannot make
claims about u real world that exists beyond our descriptions of it,
All truth claims are thus undermined. giving rise to a keen
seepticism in line with the first of the definitive characteristics of
social constructionism outlined above, 11 power is referred to. it is
Seen as an effect of discourse. an elfect of being able to “warrant
voice’ (Gergen. 1989) in interaction. Micro social consiructionism
includes. in the USA. the work of Kenneth Gergen and of John
Shotter. Gergen focuses upon the constructive force of interaction.
stressing the relational embeddedness of individual thought and
action (Gergen. 1994, 1999). Shotter takes the conversation as his
Model, emphasising the dynamic. interpersonal processes of con-
struction. which he calls ‘joint action’ (Shotter. 1993a. 1993b), a
term borrowed from the symbolic interactionist Blumer, In the
UK. those sharing this emphasis on discourse in interaction include
Jonathan Potter. Derek Edwards. Malcolm Ashmore, Margaret
Wetherell. Rom Hurre and Michael Billig. although Billig's work
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goes somewhat bevond a concern with micro processes. s
mceorporates the concept of ideology. Some of these writers cu
rently work together at the University of Loughborough.

Macro social constructionism L

Macro social constructionism acknowledges the constructive pow
of lunguage but sees this as derived [rom. or at least related {
material or social structures, social relauons and institutionalisg
practices. The concept of power 1s therefore at the heart of 1y
form of social constructiomsm, which includes the deconstru
tionist approach outlined above. Macro social constructionism
particularly mmfluenced by the work of Foucault (1972, 1976. 1974
It informs the critical reahsm of Parker (1992. 1999) and Will
(1997, 1999a) in the UK, and has been successfully adopted in tt
LUSA by Rose (1989, 1990) 1o SWDDS such as “scienc
and ‘the individual’ have been socially construcied. Macro soci;
constructionism has also been attractive to some writers intereste
in feminist analyses of power., for example Hollway (1984, 1989
Kitzinger (1987, 1989), Burman (e.g. Burman, 1990) and Usshi
(2000). Since their focus 1s on issues of power. macro soci
constructionists are especially interested in analvsing various {orm
of social inequality. such as gender. race and ethnicity, disabilit
and mental health, with a view to challenging these throug
research and practice,

Macro and micro versions of social constructionism should nc
be seen as mutually exclusive. There is no reason in principle wh
they should not be brought together in a synthesis of micro an
macro approaches. Danziger feels that this 1s where most furthe
reflection is needed in social constructionism. and some writer
have attempted such syntheses (e.g. Burkitt, 1999; Burr and But
2000: Davies and Harré. 1990), Wetherell (1998) also calls for .
synthesis of the two “versions’ of discourse analysis. arguing tha
we need to take account of both the situated nature of accounts a
well as the institutional practices and social structures within whicl
they are constructed.

The realismlirelativism debate

This is not so much a debate as a locking ol horns between som
social constructionists, Realism asserts that an external world exist
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independently of our representations of it. Representations include
perceptions. thoughts, language and material images such as
pictures. Realism claims that our representations are underpinned
by this reality, although they are not necessarily simply accurate
reflections of it, and that we can at least in principle gain knowl-
edge about this reality. Relativism, by contrast. argues that even il
such a reality exists, it is inaccessible to us. The only things we have
access to are our various representations ol the world. and these
therefore cannot be judged against “reality’ for their truthfulness or
accuracy. Relativists therefore cannot prefer one account to
another on the basis of its veridicality.

Although the tenets of social constructionism appear to lead
automatically to a relativist position. some, usually critical, social
constructionists have resisted this and have maintained some con-
cept of a reality existing outside of discourse and texts (e.g.
Cromby and Nightingale, 1999; Willig, 1999a), One reasou for this
has been the problematic nature of morality and political action
that ensues from a relativist position. If all accounts of the world
are equally valid. then we appeur deprived ol defensible grounds
for our moral choices and political allegiances. Other reasons
include the inudequacy of discursive accounts of the material body
and embodied subjectivity (e.g. Harré. 1995b: Burr. 1999; Night-
ingale, 1999). Those taking up a relativist stance as well as those
adopting a more critical realist viewpoint haye both made
defensible arguments regarding the moral and political implications
of these positions. and these will be examined in more detail in
Chapter 3.

AE‘-‘HCy and determinism

More or less mipping on to the distinction hetween micro and
macro versions of social constructionism is the issue of personal
agency. The emphasis upon the consiructive work of mdividuals in
Mteraction that is the foeus of the micro approach implicitly
affords ug personal agency. Accounts must be constructed 1o suit
oceasions and are crafted in such a way as to further the speaker’s
fuﬂ'enl agenda. Macro social constructiomsm tends toward the
death of the subject” where the person can be conceptualised only
as ’lhf outcome ol discursive and societul structures., The mmpli-
Cation of this latter view 15 that individual persons. either alone or
°0|[t‘cll\«el_\«. have no capacity to bring about change. However, 1t s
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also true that neither form ol constructionism allows the vision ¢

personal agency sean in mainstream psychology. since both woul

deny that structures such as beliefs. values or attitudes exist as pat

of our intra-psychic make-up. forming the basis for our action.
L3

Research methods

All the forms of social constructionism outlined above take th
constructive force of language as a principal assumption. and it i
therefore the analysis of language and other symbolic forms that i
at the heart of social constructionist research methods. Tt would b
a mistake to suggest that there are particular research method
that are intrinsically social constructionist: social constructionis
research simply makes different assumptions about its aims an
about the nature and status of the data collected. However. th
insistence of social constructionism upon the importance of th
social meaning of accounts and discourses often leads logically u
the use of qualitative methods as the research tools of choice. I
practice this has ofien been the analysis of interview transcripts am
written texts of other kinds. But the specific requirements of |
social constructionist approach to such work has led to the devel
opment of a range of methods of analysis referred to as discours
analysis. Confusingly, exactly what is meant by discourse analysi
depends upon the particular theoretical and research orientatiol
of the writer. 1 will elaborate on some of these differences n
Chapter 8§,

Plan of the book

In Chapter 2 1 will use the examples of personality, health anc
illness, and sexuality to flesh out some of the main features o
social constructionism and to make a case for social construction
ism as an alternative way ol understanding the world. Althougl
social constructionism may initially seem counter-intuitive, b
appealing to everyday experiences [ will explain why we should finc
il persuasive.

Chapter 3 deals with the claim that it is language that provide
the framework for the kinds of thought that are possible for us
and with the performative role of language. 1 will explore the viev
that our descriptions and accounts of events have consequences it
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the world and that language is therefore a site of struggle. I will
look at the view of language within deconstruction before going on
to take a closer look at discursive psychology's understanding of
discourse.

In Chapter 4. [ look at the Foucauldian concept of discourse and
the relationship between discourse. knowledge and power. Dis-
courses make it possible for us to see the world in a certain way,
producing our ‘knowledge’ of the world. which has power
implications because it brings with it particular possibilities for
acting in the world. I will look at Foucault's notion of “disciplinary
power’, in which we are thought to be elfecuvely controlled
through our own self-monitonng processes. and its implications for
traditional psychology,

The problematic nature of “truth’ and ‘reality’ 1s explored in
Chapter 5. The claim that “nothing exists outside the text” often
provokes the reaction that social constructionism is clearly fanciful.
Such questions go right to the heart of current debates in social
constructiomism about the status of the real and the material world
and in this chapter I outline the nature of the issues that have
fuelled the realism-relativism debate and indicate the extent to
which I think the disagreements are capable of resolution. The heat
in the debate between realism and relativism has largely been
generated by concern over morality and politics. 1 explore the
strengths and weaknesses of both sides of the debate with respect
to these. as well as looking briefly at the possibilities for theoretical
progress lymg in some accounls that have tried to re-wrile the
terms of the debute.

In the following two chapters. | address the problem of the
psychologicul subject. Social constructionism takes us so far from
psychology's rraditional understanding of what constitutes i person
that we must begin to rebuild ourselves according to a ditferent
model. und the first step in doing this is to work out the implications
that the various forms of social constructionism have for us as
Persons. [ discuss the psvehological subject as it appears in hoth
ficro and mucro forms of social constructionism. including issues
of identiry, ageney and change. and explore some of the conceptual
1°9|§ that social constructionists have developed Tor the task of re-
Writing the psychological subject.

Chapter § Jooks ut some of the research approaches developed
and adopted in social constructionist research, Alter examining
theorericy| uand methodolomel issues. such as objectivity. value-
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freedom and reflexivity, I go on to describe some of the methoo
that have been used. Using brief examples ol real research studies.
look at the aims and something of the method of analysis of foy
approaches: conversation analysis, discursive psychology. inte
pretative repertoires and Foucauldian discourse analyais.

Although throughout the book 1 will point out some of th
limitations of and difficulues with different forms of social cor
structionism, it is in the final chapter that I take a more eritig;
stance and explore in depth my own arguments with social cor
structionism. This focuses upon the nature of subjectivity. th
psychology of the person and the need for a concept of self. as we
as the need to transcend the various dualisms that have haunte
both mainstream psychology and social constructionism.

A word about words

Perhaps more so than other areas of social science. social constr
tionism abounds with words and phrases that may be unfamilia
and their meaning may be hard to grasp at first. In reading moy
advanced social constructionist material, students are ofte
confused by the terms they meet and some of what 1s written s,
would argue, unnecessarily difficult and obscure. To make matter
worse. the same terms are often used by different writers to mca
different things, so that it is sometimes impossible to come op wit
a definitive account of what a term means. This is partly because, a
work in this field has accumulated and progressed. lines of theor
and research have splintered and the thinking of individu:
theorists and researchers has also changed over time. Gergen (198:
wrote about ‘social constructionism’, but Potter and Wethere
(1987) took up the spirit of these ideas as ‘discourse analysis’ an
Billig (1987) as ideology and rhetoric. Edwards and Potter (1992
later wrote about what they referred to as ‘discursive psycholog
and Wetherell and Edley (e.g. 1999) about ‘critical discursiv
psychology’.

In this book I have done my best to explain the meaning of terny
that 1 think may be new to readers coming from traditional soci
science, particularly psychological. backgrounds. As mentione
above, 1 will use the terms macro and micro social constructionist
to refer to the two broad approaches to theory and research that
have outlined. but will also use specific terms such as ‘discursiv
psychology™ and ‘Foucauldian discourse analysis’ where these a1
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more appropriate in particular contexts. To aid readers in their
struggle for understanding, I have provided a brief glossary of
common terms at the back of the book.



Chapter 2

The case for social
constructionism

Many students initially find 1t difficult to accept social construc
tionist arguments because they appear to run so counter 10 ou
everyday understanding of our experience. as well as to traditione
psychological explanations. This chapter is therefore about con
vincing you that social constructionist ideas have something 1
offer. My aims are to challenge common-sense understandings o
the person. to lay the way for an alternative, social constructionis|
view and to draw attention to a number of central features of .
social constructionist view of the person. Although this book wil
often be critical of some aspects of social constructionism. at thi
point it is important to see why it might be useful.

To an extent 1 am using the terms ‘traditional psychology™ an
‘common sense’ interchangeably here. This is not because | believ
that psychology is just common sense presented in complicatec
jargon. Nevertheless. psychology has often based its theories upoi
the taken-for-granted assumptions of the societies and culture i
which it arose and these. translated into popular psychology. hav
in turn infiltrated the everyday thinking of us all. It is thes
assumptions that I want to expose in this chapter. So I shall make
case in support of social constructionism by discussing the ways if
which traditional psychology and these taken-for-granted assump
tions may be seen as inadequate and by indicating how socia
constructionism may sometimes offer a better ‘fit" with our exper
ence and observations of the world.

This means that social constructionism does not just offer a nev
analysis of topics such as ‘personality” or ‘attitudes’, which cal
simply be slotted into our existing framework of understanding. The
framework itsell has to change, and with it our understanding o
every aspect of social and psychological life. Social constructionisn
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is often counter-intuitive; it 15 precisely that which we take for
granted which is rendered problematic by this approach. But at the
same time it allows us to highlight and address some of the areas
where common-sense assumptions and traditional psychology do
not give us satisfuctory explanations. What it is like to be a person
and to be a particular person - involves a wide range of factors such
as our personality and emotions. our gender and sexuality. and
whether we are healthy, ill or have a disability. So 1n making my
case for social constructionism [ have divided this chapter into three
sections. each of which functions as a kind of case study. Each of
these illustrates and makes a case for social constructionism and
demonstrates its differences from traditional psychology in terms off
the features that | outlined in Chapter |.

Personality

The common-sense view of personality

We think of our personality as more or less unified and stable.
Although we possess a number of traits, we feel that these are
brought together in u coherent way to form a whole, and that our
personality is farrly stable. Although we may change somewhat
over time, say from a child (o adulthood. or as a result of a major
life event. we think of our personality as mostly unchangzing.
Much, though not all. of contemporary mainstream psychology.
and the common-sense understanding that it has encouraged. takes
for granted the idea that people have personality characteristics
and that these are what make us feel and behave difterently from
caf:h other. For example. we tend o think of our emotions as
Private events that are bound up with the kind of people we are. A
person with i “depressive’ personality might be expected to often
feel “sadness”. we imagine a ‘caring’ person to have loving feelings.
We think of anger as somethimg we feel mside us. and which s
manifested in the things we sav and do. These feelings or emotions
are thought of us the internal. privaie experience of the individual.
and are mtmately connected 1o the type of person thev are. This
Way of thinking is referred 10 us “essentialism’.

IESSEnlialiism 15 0 way ol understunding the world that sces
things. meluding human beines, us having their own particular
essence or nature. something which can be said to belong o them
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and which eaplains how they behuve or what can be done with
them. Tables and desks are hard (a4 property) and therefore don’
bend when you put @ pile of books on them. In the sume way, we
think of the nature of the shy person being such that 1t 15 unsuited
to the conditions ol a noisy social gathering, L

This essentialist view of personality bids us think of ourselves ag
having a particular nature both as individuals and as a species, 3
‘human nature. and this nature determines what people can and
can’t do. For example. if we believe that the nature of the human
species is essentially aggressive and self-interested. the best we can
do is 1o ensure that society provides ways of restraiing people and
physically preventing them from behaving naturally. Most people
today settle for a model of personality which suggests that these
biological “givens” are 1o some extent modifiable by environmental
influences, such as the kind of childhood experiences you have. But
the fact that we find personality change so difficult when we
attempt it (perhaps you dre a timid person trying Lo become more
confident. or a worrier who is trying to be less anxious) seems to
sive credence to the idea that. even if personality isn't entirely
determined biologically, one way or another. once your personality
is formed your programming has been fixed for the future.

The social constructionist case

First of all, how can you be sure that you have u personality at all” If
[ were to ask you for evidence that. say. you have brown eyes. or
that vou live in a second floor apartment, the matter would be
settled very quickly. You could let me look at your eyes. and you
could show me vour apartment. But can you show me your per-
sonality? Where is it? Even if @ surgeon were 10 open you up and
look. they wouldn't find it. There is no objective evidence that you
can appeal 1o which would demonstrate the existence of your
personality. What this shows is that whatever this ‘personality’
creature is. its existence is inferred. This means that in order to
account for the things you find yoursell and other people doing, the
ways you behave, vou have come up with the idea that people have a
thing called a personality that is responsible for this behaviour.
What this amounts to is a kind of circular reasoning. For
example, i we witness someone physically attacking another
person, unless we have good reason to think otherwise (perhaps
that they were acting in self-defence, or that it was an accident) we
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are likely to infer that the attacker is an aggressive person. This 1s a
description of their personality, However, if someone were to usk
us why we think the attacker did it. we are likely to say something
like “If you're an aggressive person, that's the kind of thing you're
likely to do’. This i1s circular reasaning. We have observed the
behaviour (the attack) and inferred from it that the attacker has an
aggressive personality. But when asked to say what made them do
it, we account for the behaviour in terms of the ‘aggressiveness’
that this behaviour itsell was used to infer. We call someone
aggressive because of their behaviour and then say it was their
aggressiveness that made them do it. but we have bad no way of
establishing the real existence of this ~ageressive personality’
outside of the personality -behaviour circle that we have created.
One of the fundamental assumptions of the common-sense view
of personality is that personality is stable across situations and over
time. However this does not stand up 10 scrutiny when we examine
our own dav-to-day experience, Do vou talk to vour closest friend
in the same way as your bank manager? Do vou feel confident and
outgoing with people vou know and like? What about when you go
for a job interview? These examples may look trivial. but the
overall message is an important one. We behave. think and feel
differently depending on who we are with. what we are doing and
why. There already exist a number of psychological and social
psychological theories which. while they fall short of being social
constructiomst 1n the sense used by this hook. offer explanations of
the person that reside in the social situation rather than within the
person. For example. social learning theorists talk about the “situ-
ation specificity’ ol behaviour. They suggest that vur behaviour is
dependent not upon personality characteristics but upon the nature
of the situations in which we find ourselves. Behaviour is theretore
Specific’ 1o u particular situation and. social Jdearning theorists
would say. is acquired through the particular sct of remforcers
Present in those situations. According to this view we should expect
d person 1o be different in different situations. whereas for the
traditional personality view these differences are problematic. Just
35 we take for granted the idea thut our personality is stable. so do
We also tend not fo question the notion that cach person has i
unified, coherent personaliv. a sell” which 1s made up ol clements
that are consistent with cach other. Psvchologists themselves have
found necessary o come up with hvpotheticnl structures and
Processes precisely because our experience of ourselves and of cuch
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other 1s just the opposite of coherent. We talk of being “in conflict”.
we say that our thoughts lead us in one direction and our feelings
in another. we say that our heart rules our head. or that we have
acted out of character.

Secondly. we can question the idea that our personality 1s inside
us. Think of some of the personality-type words that are used 1o
describe people. lor example: (riendly. carning. shy. self-conscious,
charming, bad-tempered, thoughtless. Most “personality” words
would completely lose thewr meanimg if the person described were
living alone on a desert island. Without the presence of other
people. ie. a social environment, can @ person be said 10 be
friendly. shy or caring? The point 15 that we use these words as il
they referred 1o entites exisung within the person they describe.
but once the person is removed from their relations with others the
words become meaningless. They refer to our behaviour toward
other people. The friendliness, shyness or caring exists not inside
people. but in the relation between them. Of course you could reply
that. even on the desert island. a person can sull carry with them
the predisposition 1o be friendly. shy etc, We can neither prove nor
disprove the existence of personality traits. and similarly we cannot
demonstrate the truth of a social constructionist view simply by an
appeal 1o the evidence. In the end our task may be to decide which
view offers us the best way of understanding ourselves and others
and thus of guiding our research and action.

Thirdly, il personalities really are essential features of all human
beings then we should expeet to find personality as we know 1t in
all human beings, no matter what part of the world they inhabit,
But it is clear that all peoples do not subscribe to our western view.
In some cultures. people account for their actions by reference to
invisible spirits and demons and would find our idea that beha-
viour originates in personality a very strange one. Many people
today. as well as in the past, see their actions as the result of divine
guidance and in some circumstances, people who claim that they
are directed by invisible spirits are labelled ‘insane’. Also. the
personal uniqueness and private nature of things like emotions is
not an assumption made by all cultures. as Lutz (1982. 1990) has
pointed out. For the Ifaluk (Samoan and Pintupi Aborigine),
emolion words are statements not about a person’s internal states
but about their relationship to events and other people. The Ifaluk
talk of song, which in translation comes oul as something like
‘justifiable anger’. This justifiable anger 1s not a privately owned
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feeling, but a moral and public account of some transgression of
accepted social practices and values.

Of course we could claim that these cultural differences are due
to differences in education and understanding., We could suggest
that non-western cultures and those of previous historical periods
do not have the benefit of our knowledge. What we would be doing
then is making a claim about the truthfulness of our own view as
opposed to the falsity of theirs. We would be saying ‘we know that
in fact people have personalities. and that the way a person
behaves is heavily influenced by their personality. People in other
cultures haven't realised this vet, and they therefore hold a false
view of reality.” This 1s to state the case rather strongly. but it
makes the pomt that. unless we have complete confidence in the
‘truth” of our own view. we have to accept that personality may be
a theory which 1s peculiar to certain societies at a certain point
in time.

Some writers, such as the psvchoanalyst Fromm (though not
a social constructionist), have suggested that “human nature’ 1s a
product ol the particular societal and economic structure that we
are born into (e.g. Fromm, 1942, 1935). For example. in a capitalist
society, competition is fundamental: society 1s structured around
individuals und organisations that compete with each other for
jobs. markets etc. The assumption is that the person with the most
skill, intelligence, ability. charm etc. will succeed where others will
fail. So that where competition is a lundamental feature of social
and economic lile. what vou will get is "competitive” people and u
model ol the person which is framed in terms of individual differ-
ences. In other words, we think of ourselves as individuals differing
from each other along a number of personality dimensions because
we live in a society founded on competition. Competitiveness and
greed can then be undersiood as products of the culture and
teonomic structure in which we live rather than as features ol an
Essential human nature.

As well as cultural dilferences in how peoaple think about and
deseribe their experiences our language is constantly changing and
We accept that the meanings of words mutate over time. Bul the
Way in which some meanings have changed. and often guite
Tecently ut that. is of mterest. The verb “to love is a good example.
To children feu rning the intricacies of grammar. verbs wre described
38 "doing” words  they are words that tell you what people are
doing. like ‘working” or “erving’. But the way in which today we
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employ the verb "to love™ has different connotations. When we say
we love someone. what we are often referring 1o are our feelings o
them, not our actions. And yet this has not always been the case.
When [ was a child, my grandmother sometimes used to say, "“Come
here and give me a love™ or "Let me love you for a minute’. To ‘love
someone here means (o physically embrace them, and perhaps tc
comfort them. Perhaps this meaning is still used occasionally, but in
the vast majorily of cases when we talk about loving someone, we
are talking about private events, our [eelings. things which are
taken to exist inside us and which influence how we treat people.
Love has therefore become something which is seen as motivating
our behaviour rather than as a word which describes our beha-
viour. The social constructionist argument is that loving feelings
don't give rise to a language which then describes them, but rather
that the use of such language itsell’ encourages us to 1denuly and
experience our feelings as loving. Ironically. when love is relegated
to this internal domain it can become so unrelated to conduct that
il can be used to excuse the most appalling behaviour (‘I hit her
when 1 get angry - but [ love her really . . .").

This trend toward using words to describe internal events. like
feclings, rather than actions can be called “psychologisation’. In
other words, we are tending more and more to describe human life
in terms of psychological qualities such as feelings and personality
traits rather than in terms of what we are doing with or to other
people. *Caring’ is another good example. To care for someone, in
today’s language. means not only to look after them and tend to
their needs, but also to have caring feelings toward them. To be a
caring person today is taken to be a description of the kind of
person you are rather than of the type of activities vou are engaged
in. This move towards accounting for ourselves in terms of internal
essences is of course entirely consistent with the above idea that the
way people think about themselves and represent their experience
to themselves and others is dependent not upon some pre-existing
essential human nature but upon the particular social and econ-
omic arrangements prevailing in their culture at that time.

Summary

The social constructionist view of personalily is that it is a concept
that we use i our everyday lives in order to try to make sense of
the things that other people and we do. Personality can be seen as a
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theory for explaining human behaviour and for trying 10 anticipate
our part in social interactions with others that is held very widely in
our society. We could say that in our daily lives we act as il there
were such a thing as personalily, und most of the time we get by
reasonably well by doing so. But it is a big leap from this 10 saying
that personality really exists in the sense of traits mhabiting our
mental structures. or being written mto our genetic material. The
social constructionist position. in addition to questioning the
concept of personality itselfl. is that whatever personal qualities we
may display are a function of the particular cultural, historical and
relational circumstances in which we are located.

The points that 1 have dealt with here are importint ones and
will come up again many times in later chapters, especially in the
context of what it means to be a person and to have a sell. You
don’t have to be a soval constructionist to abandon traditional
personality theory: behaviourists and soctal learning theorists did
this a long time ago. But it is a useful starting point from which to
explore some of the key features of social constructionism.

Health and illness

The commen-sense view of health and illness

Health and illness have become areas of major interest for people
in recent times. In western societies. we have become concerned
about changes in diseuse patterns. such as the increased incidence
of heart diseasc and the spread of HIV and AIDS. Furthermore.
although we sce illness us something that may befall us if we are
unlucky. we ire taking on board the idea that our own lifestiyle
choices, like diet. exercise and working practices. can affect our
chances of developing major illnesses. Although we may grumble
oceasionally pbout the mellective treatment we may have received
from our GP. or feel lrustrated that the laboratory tests have not
revealed the cause of our continumg svmptoms. we often expliaim
such things by assuming that medieal knowledge s, as vet. incom-
plete. We may argue that we just don’t know enough about the
Mtricacies of the body’s Internul organs and about what causes
them to malfunciion. producing the disciase that underhes our
SYmptloms.

Despire ity impertections. the understandmg of health and illness
that underpiny modern medicine is widely aceepted. and is relerred
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1o as “hiomedicine’. It 1s the view that the origing and treatment of
diseuse are to be understood through the application ol conceprs
from physiology, anatomy and biochemistry (Radley. 1994)
Biomedicine adopts the methods of the natural sciences. and the
onset of disease and its subsequent treatment are concepuilised in
terms of causal relationships. So. for example. bacteria may invade
the tssues in the throdl causing 4 pathological condition we call
tonsilliuis. The treatment 18 (o remove the cause by the use of
antibiotics, which kill the bacteria.

But todiay we also accept that psychological and social factors
can influence our suscepuibility to disease. For example. Friedman
and Rosenman (1974) proposed that a person’s susceptibility to
heart disease is wlTected by whether they are a "Type A" or “Type B’
personality. Type A people were characterised as ambitious and
competitive and easily aroused to anger by the everyday frus-
trations of their lives. The physiological and biochemical processes
that accompany these frequent bouts of anger are thought to be
responsible {or a complicated chain of events which culminates in
fatty acids being deposited i blood vessels, thus increasing the
risk of heart attack (Williams, 1989). The role of psychology and
sociology in understanding health and illness is therefore often seen
as one of identifving possible features of our social and psycho-
logical functioning that may adversely affect the proper workings
ol the body.

The social constructionist case

Whatever the causes of the diseases that make us ill. 1t seems to us
that there can be little ambiguity aboul our bodily condition

either it is disease-free, normally functioning and we are healthy or
there 1s a presence of some disease or malfunction and we are ill.
But a few examples will serve to show that the position is not as
clear as this. Dental caries (tooth decay) can be said to be a
pathology of the teeth — but how many of us who need regular
visits to dentist would regard ourselves as ill or suffering from 4
disease? A person may have a medical condition for many months
or vears and yet suffer no symptoms. Are we to say that the person
was in fact ill for this time and didn’t know it? 1s a woman who 1s
unable to conceive ill? Or someone whose eyesight deteriorates in
later life? Or someone born with malformed limbs? What about the
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person who experiences bodily symptoms for which no underlying
organic pathology can be found?

The point of these examples is that. accepting for the moment that
the presence of "disease’ can unambiguously be established, this by
no means leads us to an easy judgement about whether or not the
person is ill. This is because illness is not a physiological matter —itis
a social one. When we say that we or someone else is ill, we are
making a judgement that only in part relates to their physical
condition. Much of our judgement rests on cultural prescriptions.
norms and values surrounding our ability to perform our usual
activities. Radlev (1994) gives the example of very common ailments
such as colds and “flu. A person may suffer from a variety of
symptoms such as headache. sore throat, aching limbs and raised
temperature. But are they sulfering [rom a bad cold or is it "flu? The
diagnosis is less of u physical issue and more of a moral one. In our
culture. we see ourselves as to some degree responsible for catchinga
cold; we may have gone out withaut our coat and got very cold or
wet. By comparison. we think of “flu us something that we are simply
unfortunate enough to catch. This moral dimension has implications
for the extent to which we can claim sympathy and exempt ourselves
from our usual responsibilivies. In a study of working-class women
in Scotland. Bluxter and Puaterson (1982) (cited in Hardey, 1998)
found that they described themselves us “healthy™ if they were able
to go to work and pertorm their usual evervday activities. They
saw common ailments and “women's troubles” us just part ol normal
life, and reserved the term “illness’ for serious conditions. A person
was not il if they just got on with their lives and didn’t dwell on their
symptoms: “lllness was not so much the experience of svmptoms as
the reaction 1o symptoms™ (Hardey. 199%: 33).

The status ol the body us ill or healthy therefore depends upon
soctal rather thun biological criteriu. [ness cunnot be scen as a
fixed entity bur as something that necessurily varies according to
the norms und values of the particular social group that vne is
Studying. But the phyvsical status ol the body us functivnal or
malfunctionul can also be shown o be context-dependent. For
erlmple‘ 2 person may have fost the use of their legs through o
$pinal injury und must use @ wheelchair. Typically. they may have
difficuly getting into some buildings, wetting up sturs and using
Some public facilities. They may find that in their own home they
need help to use the bathroom and are unable to use their kitchen.
They are “disabled”.
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It seems obvious at first that their physical impairment and their
disability are the same thing. But once we provide ramps 1o
buildings. stair hifts and make appropnate adjustments 10 bath-
room and kitchen appliances the disubility effectively reduces. We
could argue that 1 we were (o tailor the entire built envigonment
specifically to the abilities of the wheelchair user. there would be no
sense in which it would be meanmgful to refer 1o them as “dis-
ubled’. In fact. would we even regard their physical condition as
impaired? Perhaps the rest of us would be seen as disabled by our
lack of wheels? Or impaired by the encumbrance of a pair of
unnecessary limbs? “Disability” 1s therefore @ function of the
environment in which people are constrained to live. not i quality
that belongs to them as persons. Makin (1993) terms this “the social
model of disability” in contrast to the medical model, which
implicitly places the source of the problem within the disabled
person.

Furthermore. this environment is inevitably fashioned according
1o the values and practices of some people rather than others. If we
look at our environment and ask for whom 1t may be problematic
in some respect. we immediately see that it is often those groups of
people who have had less power in society. Apparently trivial
examples show this up. Being unable to read the small print on
food packets or take the Iid off a vacuum-packed jar is not only a
problem for those with specific disabilities but for many people of
advancing age. Heavyv-duty work gloves (for handling DIY
materials etc.) don't come in small sizes. presenting a difficulty
for many women and for men of small stature. We can give
ourselves all kinds of reasonable explanations for the status quo.
but in the end it comes down to the values of dominant groups. If
the world was run by children. what sort of physical environment
would we live in, and what difficulties would that pose for adults?
So health. illness and disability are not only socially created: they
are sustained by social practices that often serve the interests of
dominant groups in society.

The cultural and historical specificity of biomedicine is also clear.
As with the example of personality. it seems that the biomedical
model is one that is not universal and is a fairly recent development
in the history of western societies’ attempts to understand illness.
Anthropologists report medical beliel systems in other cultures that
are radically different from biomedicine. Young's (1976) study of
the Amhara people (Ethiopia) contirasts a biomedical understanding
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of disease. which focuses upon the internal workings of the body.
with an understanding that locates the disease in a social context,
The Amhara believe that disease can be caused by a number of
external events. for example eating food that has been poisoned or
by being attacked by the spirit of an enemy. The cures [or diseases,
which are often herbal remedies. are seen not in terms of their effect
on internal organs and systems. but operate to restore balance to the
individual within the moral order of society (Radley. 1994). In our
own soclely we are seeing an increasing use of “alternative medi-
cines’. which are often based upon belief systems quite different 1o
biomedicine. such as homeopathy. acupuncture and reflexology.
This should caution us against the view that our own predominant.
biomedical view ol disease is the right one and all others false. To
the extent that such therapies are effective. 1o maintain such a view
we would have to argue that this effectiveness is some kind of
placebo effect and explain their effectiveness within the terms of
biomedicine.

So. all medical behel systems operate within a culture with
norms. vilues and expectations that make sense of illness lor
people i that culture and set the criterta for what. locally. can
count as illness. The vartation in ways ol understanding illness thai
exists across cultures and across the range of alternative medicines
In our own sociely can also be seen historically, Radley (1994)
describes how. up until the end of the cighteenth century. doctors
saw the patient’s emotional and spiritual lile as directly relevant to
their state of health. and the illness they suffered was not con-
Ceptualised as mdependent of the sick person themselves. With
developments in the study of anatomy it became possible to think
of illnesses us things attacking the body as a system ol interrelited
organs. with the result that the experience of the person as a whole
became irrclevant (o dingnosis. But the rise ol bromedicine is not
Something that can be seen as simply o story of the progress of
medical knowledge, 1t 15 a way of viewing the body that. it can be
argued. is intimately connected to broader social developments.
The study of the mner workings of the bodv in the unatomy
faborator}f took plice in the context ol 4 more general movement
towirds understunding the world by ordering and classifving it

oucault (1973, 1976, 1979) hus persuasivelv argued that such
ordering clussitving, with respect (o human bemgs. has plaved
and continues 1o play a kev role mn controlling the populace. By
Classifying people as normal or abnormal. mad or sane and healthy
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or sick, it became possible to control society by regulating work.
domestic and poliical behaviours. For example, the certified
mentally ill may not vote and may be [orcibly confined. those who
cannot obtain a sick note from their doctor may have no choice
but to work and those whose sexuality is deemed ughealthy or
abnormal may be denied access to family hile.

Furthermore, pathological entities themselves can be seen 1o be
problematic. The above example of the distinction between colds
and “flu is an example of this. Bury (1980) cites the work of Figlio
(1982). who studied the relationship of the condition ‘miners’
nystagmus’ to social class and capitalism. The existence of this as a
disease entity was not simply a medical matier. It was at the centre
ol conflicts over mahngering and compensation [or workers. Ag
Burr and Butt (2000) have noted. in recent times we have seen the
emergence ol @ number of conditions that were unknown in earlier
times, for example premenstrual syndrome and ME (myalgic
encephalomyelitis), and the medical status of these is similarly
problematic and infused with cultural assumptions and moral
prescriptions. Prior to 1973 homosexuality was a disecase and was
classified in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Menial
Disorders (DSM-III). Following changes in social attitudes and
campaigning by gay activists the American Psychiatric Association
voted to remove 1t diseases are not simply objectively defined
medical entities but social ones.

Summary

Defining illness and disease 1s not simply a matter of identifying the
presence of pathology. It is a deeply social matter involving the
mterpretation of our experience within our particular cultural
context of assumptions. norms and values as well as the economic
structure of our society. It is also a matter of power relations. The
body’s ‘deficiencies’ only show up as such when persons are
constrained to live in environments designed to suil the needs and
activities of others. The biomedical conceptualisation of health and
illness is only one perspective among many. and its predominance
in western societies cannot be understood as simply the result of
progress in scientific knowledge. The rise of biomedicine can be
seen to be at least in part related to changes in the exercise of social
control taking place over the last two hundred years.
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Sexuality

The common-sense view of sexuality

Like our personilities and our health status, sexuality is an aspect
ol being a person that at first glance appears to be anything but
socially constructed. We can often trace the origins of other things
that we enjoy; for example it is often remarked that the British are
a nation of tea-drinkers and despite the increase in coffee con-
sumption in recent times it remains the case that for many Brits,
myself included, there are times when only a cup of tea will do. But
no one 1s barn with a taste tor this beverage. It develops through a
long association with being offered “a nice cup of tea’ as a welcome
to someone’s home, or as a comfort n illness. or as a warm and
relaxing wayv of starting the day. Often we cannot trace the origins
of our sexual orientution. tastes and practices in the same way.
They appeuar “given’ 1o us. bevond learning. Sex as a feawure ol
human life seems to us little different from other basic needs, like
the need for food. water and shelter. We talk of a “sex drive’. and
this language paints a graphic picture of human beings as in the
grip of a powerlul and undeniable force.

The subjective feeling that sexuality is a “given” of human nature
is endorsed by popular biological and evolutionary theorics. It is
now almost common sense to think of sexual desire and behaviour
as emanating directly from the imperative to reproduce, to con-
tinue the human species: 1t's where our “sex drive’ comes [rom.
Men's and women’s sexualities are understood as necessarily
different becuuse of the different roles they must play in this
reproductive process. Evolutionary theory seems to explam men’s
Promiscuous sexual behaviour through the logic of gene trans-
mission. Likewise, it fits our perception of women s more selective
in their choice of mate. since they must invest time and physical
energy m the production of u child and therelore must ensure that
their offspring come from “good stock . It provides a rationale for
men’s desire for younger women (thev're likely to be more fertile)
and for women’s preference for “good providers™.

Such theories underpin our ideas wbout what it is natural for
Women and men Lo desire. But as in many other areas of life. what
IS seen as nutaral s also seen as normal’. In the social sciences. (o
say that something s normal simply means that 1t is typreal of the
Most usual churactenistics or behaviour of o particular group of
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people, But the everyday uvse of this term, as well as the term
‘natural’, has developed moral connotations. We [eel that we oughy
to behave in ways that are natural and normal. and with respect 19
sexuality this means penetrative. heterosexaal sex.

The case for social construction

If sex was qust about procreation it 1s unlikely that we would see
much variation in human sexual practices. Advocates of biological
and evolutionary accounts of seaxuality treat human beings as
stmilar in all important respects 1o other animals. but this ignores
the immense vartety in human sexual practices. When dogs. cats
and other animals have sex they do it in the manner charactleristic
of their species. and it really doesn’t vary too much. It is highly
preseriptive. But humans have been. and continue to be. extremely
inventive and mmaginative in their sexual practices. Forms of
sexvality are currently proliferating and sub-dividing in contem-
porary western societies - the sexual ‘menu’ is now a far cry from a
binary choice between straight and gay. We can’t even say that an
mdividual person, let alone the human species. 1s characterised by a
particular form of sexual practice. Most people ring the changes to
some extent. And when it comes to what people find erotic. that
which fuels their sexual desire. it 1s often difficult indeed 1o see any
support for biological and evolutionary accounts. How might a
fetish for lace or leather, shoes or stockings be explained? Further-
more, other people’s sexual desires and fantasies are often mysti-
fying. or even distasteful. When it comes to sex, one wo/man’s meat
15 mdeed another’s poison. It i1s the meaning of leather or stockings
to the person that makes them crotic: the role of meaning in
sexuality is impossible to deny. And meaning making is something
that 1s characteristically human. QOur ability 10 invest our actions
with meaning is what marks us out from other animals.

These meanings are socially created and socially shared. In order
to go along with the view that the need for sex. like the need for
food, 1s something that is ‘hard-wired” into human nature, a bio-
logical imperative that we cannot ignore, we would have to deny -
or at least to render pathological — the choices that many people
evidently make about their sexuality. A person who decides to
practise chastity or celibacy, whether for religious, health or other
reasons. becomes a puzzle. We leave ourselves with a conundrum
that we can only resolve by imagining. and without any evidence,
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that such people must be channelling their sexual drive in some
other way. or repressing it — with potentially explosive future con-
sequences. This problem does not present itself if we see sexuality
as something that is powered by meaning rather than biological
drive, and meaning itself is proloundly social. The person who lives
in celibacy as part of their religious commitment is doing so in part
because of the meaning ol sex in their community and culture,
The woman with a hosband and children who later chooses to
become a lesbian because she now sees heterosexuality as politi-
cally oppressive can only be understood when we recognise the
meaning that heterosexuality holds for her. And we understand it
further if we locate that meaning within a feminist perspective on
the world that 15 predominant in the social circles in which she
moves.

Like personality and illness. human sexuality 15 not a stable
phenomenon. It 1s often pointed ovut that. a couple of hundred
years ago. a woman of ample proportions and pale skin was the
epitome of desirable femininity. The change to today’s preference
for a slender. tanned body is hard to understand within the view of
sexuality as hard-wired and fixed but makes a good deal of sense
once we locate sexuality within a sociully shared meaning system
that is intimately bound up with social structure and the economy,
In times when iceess to the material resources for sustaining life
was perhaps even more divided by class than today, a well-fleshed
body, whose skin declured that its owner had never needed to toil
in the fields, spoke of wealth and comfort. Today. a tanned body is
more likely 1o signal enough disposable income 1o spend on
holidays in the sun; but this too may be changing as such activiries
become more widely enjoyed by people of all classes. together with
the increasing circulation of meanings linking exposure to the sun
with liness. In addition to this historical instability. us mentioned
above we are seeing un explosion in the forms &1 sexuality practised
by people in contemporary western societies.

As Stainton-Rogers and Stainton-Rogers (2001) have pointed
out, biological wnd evolutionary theories are highly speculative and
could tell a plausible story to explain guite the opposite state of
affairs from the gender dilferences we commonly see. 11" men
Preferred mature women who already have children, it could be
argued that this is because they are choosing more expericneed.
and therefore potentially better mothers for their own [uture
offSpring. The attructiveness of stich theories is that. to the extent



44 Social constructionism

that they purport to tell us what 1s natural and normal. they can be
tsed to bolster our moral arguments about what kid of sexualiny
15 permissible. Such theories are often wheeled out when peaple
want Lo defend sexual or gender incqualities by suggesting that they
are inevitable, or to derogate non-normative sexual practiges. But
they are on other occasions conveniently lorgotien for the very
same reasons. For example. beterosexualiny s seen as natural and
hard-wired - but a homosexual teacher is seen as @ potentially
corruphing mfiuence upon children in his churee. They could “learn’
homaosexuality rom him.

Sexuality is. then. primanly o moral 1ssuc tor human beings. not
u biological one. 11 1s hard 1o imagine people getting so worked up
ibout our different tastes in food or drink. Why? Because the
medaning thut sexuality carries Tor us s intimately bound to the
social and economic structure ol the society we live in. Mastur-
bation wus seen as an illness in tmes when lertility and repro-
duction were crucial 1o capitalism’s need for an mncreasing supply
ol workers. Our sexuil practices have immediate bearing upon
such fundamental 1ssues as who bears children. how many and who
cares for them: how families are constituted and what kinds of
housing and other provision 1s needed for them: who s available
for work and who takes care of the workers. To the extent that
diversity and change in sexuality may sound the death knell of the
form of society in which we currently live. those with an mvesiment
in the status quo may well find such diversity and change deeply
threatening.

Summary

As with personahty and illness, there 1s considerable diversity
across people and across time in sexual desire und sexual practice.
In the face of this we must distrust essentialist accounts of sexu-
ality. The role of meaning in our sexual lives 1s paramount. and
meaning is made by human bemngs together: it is social. Meaning.
uniike biological material. is fAuid. volatile and always open 1o
change through this medium of social interaction. Furthermore,
sexuality is an area of our lives where the meanings we have created
are often imbued with value and come with preseriptions for
action, They are moral meamngs: they tell us how we ought to feel
and behave. And finally. these moral meanings are not accidental.
They make sense within the social and economic structure of the

L e —
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society we live i, To the extent that this society is one divided by
numerous power inequalities. the meanings that are widely
endorsed play a role in maintaining these power relations.

Conclusion

I have used these three examples of personality. health and illness.
and sexuality to illustrate some of the main features of social
constructionism. In the abstract. the theoretical tenets of social
constructionism can seem to be counter-intuitive. At first sight.
they appear to contradict what seems common sense in our under-
standing of ourselves, But by appealing to evervday experiences
that are problematic for these common-sense understandings, |
have tried to demonstrate why we should at least take seriously
social constructionist ideuas long enough to see if they offer us a
more fruitful or facilitative vision of human beings. The major
conclusion that T would like vou to draw [rom this chapter is that a
lot of the things we take for granted as given. fixed and immutable.
whether in ourselves or in the phenomena we experience. can upon
inspection be found to be socially derived and socially maintained.
They are created and perpetuated by human beings who shire
meanings through being members ol the same society or culture.
This is. in short. what social constructionism is all about. In the
next chapter, 1 shall put some flesh on the bones of the idea
(outlined in Chapter 1) that it is language. both in its lorm and its
use, that is central to the making. maintenance and contesting of
meaning and that 1t is language that provides the ramework tor
the kinds ol thought that are possible for us,



