Chapter 1

The Drama of
SocialConstruction

A dramatictransformations taking placein the world of ideas.
Everywherdraditionsarethrowninto question.Thereis growing
doubtin universalandauthoritativestandardef truth, objectivity,
rationality, progressandmorality. Faithis everywhereaested;n-
security raps incessantly at the door. Yet, from this tumultuous con-
dition newdialoguesareemeging; newvoicesof hopeandprom-
isefor humarexistencereraised Theseconversationaowmove
acrosgontinentsandculturesandareaccompaniedy aprofusion
of new professional practices — in organizations, education,
therayy, socialresearchsocialwork, counselingconflict resolu-
tion, communitydevelopmenandmore.

Therearemanynamedor thisrevolutionin thoughtandprac-
tice. Termssuchaspost-foundationalisnpost-empiricismpost-
Enlightenment&nd postmodernisnare often amongthem.How-
eve, woventhroughall thesediscussionss the notion of social
construction— thatis, the creationof meaningthroughour col-
laborativeactivities.While socialconstructions neitherauthored
by anysingleindividualor group,nor singularandunified, thereis
substantiakharingacrosscommunities Tensionsandinsecurities
are not feared because to establish a final truth, a foundational logic,
acodeof valuesor oneslateof practicesvould be contraryto the
very unfolding of ideas championed by social constructionists.
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Weauthors have spent most of our professional careers engaged
in constructionist dialogues. Our purpose in this book is to present
an account that will enable students, colleagues and practitioners —
as well as those who are simply curious — to gain a basic under-
standing and appreciation of the drama and power of these ideas. In
the first two chapters we will outline some of the most important
theoretical developments. We will then turn to the impact of such
ideas on the ways we live and work. We shall be concerned with
constructionist ideas in action — in organizations, psychotherapy,
education, conflict resolution, social research, and everyday life. Fi-
nally we shall take up common critiques of constructionism.

The Basic Idea:We Construct theWorld

Social constructionism is based on one major idea, simple and
straightforwardHoweve, aswe unpackheimplicationsandcon-
sequences, this simplicity will rapidly dissolve. The basic idea asks
usto rethink virtually everythingwe havebeentaughtaboutthe
world andourselvesAnd with this rethinkingwe areinvited into
new and exciting forms of action.

To appreciatehe possibilities consideitheworld of common
sense knowledge. What is more obvious than the fact that the world
is simply out therefor us to observeandunderstandThereare

! The term “constructivism” is often used interchangeably with “construction-
ism.” Constructivism places the site of the world construction within the mind
or interior of the individual. While there are certain commonalities between
this movement and social constructionism, we will use the latter terms exclu-
sively in the present work to underscore the central importance placed, not on
individuals, but on relationships as the site of world construction.
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trees buildings,automobileswomen,men,dogsandcats,andso
on. If we observecarefullyenoughwe canlearnhow to savethe
forests puild strongbuildings,andimprovethehealthof children.
Now, lets stand these trusted assumptions on their head.

Whatif we saidtherearenotrees puildings,women,menand
soon until we agreethatthereare?'Absurd,” you may say, “Just
look aroundyou; all thesewereherelong beforewe camealong.”
Thatsoundsreasonablehut let's takelittle Julie,a one-ye&-old,
outfor awalk. Her gazeseemdo movepasttrees,buildingsand
carswithout notice; shedoesnot seemto distinguishmenfrom
women.William Jamesoncesaid that the world of a child is a
“booming, buzzingconfusion.”Whetheryou agreewith him or
not, Juliesworld doesnt seemto bethekind welive in asadults.
Unlike Julie,we noticeautumnleavesurningfrom greento gold,
that the houseon our left is Victorian, the car in the streetis a
BMW, andthatthewomanstandingn thatdooris actuallyatrans-
vestite. What reaches our eyeballs may not be different from Julie’s,
but what this world means to us is different. We construct the world
in adifferentway. This differenceis rootedin our socialrelation-
ships. From these relationships the world has become what it is.



Different You's from Different Views

Let'stakeyou,thereaderastheobjectof ourlessonWho
or whatareyou?Imaginethatyou arestandingn front of
alarge groupof people drawnfrom all walks of life and
regionsof the world. Eachpersonlooks at you andthen
announcesvhathe/sheseeseforethem.It mightgo like
this:

Tothe You are:

Biologist “a mammal”

Hairdresse “lastyea’s style”
Teader “promising’

Gay man “straight”
FundamentalisChristian  “a sinner”

Paren “surprisingly successful”
Artist “an excellentmodel”
Psychadogist “dlightly neuratic”
Physcist “an atomic compostion”
Banke “a future customer”
Doctar “a hypochondriac”
Hindu “imperfectstateof Atman”
Lover “a wonderfulperson”
Ifalukian “filled with liget”

If therewereno oneto identify you, whatthenwould
you be?Would you be anythingatall?

The foundational idea of socialconstruction seemssimple
enough,but it is alsoprofound. Everything we conside r ealis
socially constructed. Or, more dramatically,Nothing is real
unless people agee that it is.
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