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W hat  is Social Construct ionism ?

Tom  Andrews 
University College Cork

Abstract

Social Const ruct ionism  has been inst rum ental in rem odeling grounded theory. I n 
at tem pt ing to m ake sense of the social world, social const ruct ionists view 
knowledge as const ructed as opposed to created. This paper discusses how social 
const ruct ionists const ruct  knowledge and argues that  social const ruct ionism  is 
concerned with the nature of knowledge and how it  is created and as such, it  is 
unconcerned with ontological issues. Society is viewed as exist ing both as a 
subject ive and an object ive reality. Meaning is shared, thereby const itut ing a 
taken- for -granted reality. Grounded theor ists understand knowledge as beliefs in 
which people can have reasonable confidence;  a com m on sense understanding 
and consensual not ion as to what  const itutes knowledge. I f it  is accepted that  
social const ruct ionism  is not  based on a relat iv ist  perspect ive, then it  is 
com pat ible with Grounded Theory m et hodology.

I n t roduct ion

Social const ruct ionism  originat ed as an at tem pt  to com e to term s with the nature 
of reality. I t em erged som e thir ty years ago and has its or igins in sociology and 
has been associated with the post -m odern era in qualitat ive research.  This is 
linked to the hyperbolic doubt  posed by Bacon, the idea about  how observat ions 
are an accurate reflect ion of the world that  is being observed (Murphy et  al. ,
1998) .  Social const ruct ionism  is essent ially an ant i- realist , relat ivist  stance 
(Ham m ersley, 1992) .  The influence of social const ruct ionism  is a cur rent  issue 
within grounded theory (Charm az, 2000)  and as such an understanding of its 
core concepts is im port ant  in evaluat ing its im pact  on the m ethodology. I t  is 
im perat ive for those considering grounded theory as a m ethodology for their  
research to appreciate the differences between grounded theory as or iginated by 
Glaser and St rauss (1997)  and subsequent ly rem odelled using a const ruct ionist  
perspect ive.  

Given its current  and profound influence on grounded theory, 
const ruct ionism  needs to be understood so that  they can bet ter evaluate the 
nature and validity of the argum ents surrounding its use.  The term s 
const ruct iv ism  and social const ruct ionism  tend to be used interchangeably and 
subsum ed under t he generic term  ‘const ruct ivism ’ part icular ly by Charm az (2000, 
2006) .  Const ruct iv ism  proposes that  each individual m entally const ructs the 
world of experience through cognit ive processes while social const ruct ionism  has 
a social rather t han an individual focus (Young & Colin, 2004) .  I t  is less interested 
if at  all in the cognit ive processes that  accom pany knowledge. The aim  of this 
art icle is to fam iliar ise readers with the idea of social const ruct ionism .  I ts im pact  
on grounded theory is the subject  of a subsequent  art icle. 

Origins

Burr (1995) acknowledges the m aj or influence of Berger and Luckm ann (1991) in 
its developm ent . I n turn they acknowledge the influence of Mead, Marx, Schutz 
and Durkheim  on their  thinking.  Their writ ing therefore const itutes a synthesis of 
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these influences. The origins of social const ruct ionism  can be t raced in part  to an 
interpret iv ist  approach to th inking. Mead, one of the or iginat ors of sym bolic 
interact ionism , is t he com m on link .  However, m y understanding is t hat  while t hey 
m ay share com m on philosophical roots, social const ruct ionism  is dist inct  from  
interpret iv ism .  

I n com m on with const ruct ionists, interpret iv ists in general focus on the 
process by which m eanings are creat ed, negot iat ed, sustained and m odified 
(Schwandt , 2003) .  Proponents share the goal of understanding the world of lived 
experience from  the perspect ive of those who live in it .  Both arose as a challenge 
to scient ism  and have been influenced by the post -m odernist  m ovem ent .  
I nterpret ivism  different iates between the social and natural sciences and has as 
its goal the understanding of the m eaning of social phenom ena.  While 
interpret iv ists value the hum an subject ive experience, they seek to develop an 
object ive science to study and describe it .  There is then a tension evident  
between object ive interpretat ion of subject ive experiences.  I n other words, they 
at tem pt  to apply a logical em pir icist  m ethodology to hum an inquiry .  Schwandt  
(2003) views sym bolic interact ionism  as an interpretat ive science. 

Nature and Construct ion of Know ledge

Const ruct ionists view knowledge and t ruth as created not  discovered by the m ind 
(Schwandt  2003) and supports the view that  being a realist  is not  inconsist ent  
with being a const ruct ionist .  One can believe that  concepts are const ructed rather 
than discovered yet  m aintain that  they correspond to som ething real in the world. 
This is consistent  with the idea of Berger and Luckm ann (1991) and the subt le 
realism  of Ham m ersley (1992) in that  reality is socially defined but  this reality 
refers to the subj ect ive experience of every day  life, how the world is understood 
rather than to the object ive reality of the natural world .  As Steedm an (2000)
notes, m ost  of what  is known and m ost  of the knowing that  is done is concerned 
with t rying to m ake sense of what  it  is to be hum an, as opposed to scient ific 
knowledge. I ndividuals or groups of individuals define this reality .  This branch of 
const ruct ionism  is unconcerned with ontological quest ions or quest ions of 
causat ion.  I t  is worth em phasising th is, since a lot  of the cr it icism s of 
const ruct ionism  arise from  ascribing claim s to it  m ade beyond this social 
understanding of the world. 

Berger and Luckm ann (1991) are concerned with the nature and 
const ruct ion of knowledge:  how it  em erges and how it  com es to have the 
significance for society .  They views knowledge as created by the interact ions of 
individuals within society which is cent ral to const ruct ionism  (Schwandt , 2003) .  
For Berger and Luckm ann (1991) , the div ision of labour, the em ergence of m ore 
com plex form s of knowledge and what  they term  econom ic surplus gives r ise to 
expert  knowledge, developed by people devot ing them selves full- t im e to their  
subject .  I n turn, these experts lay claim  to novel status and claim  ult im ate 
jur isdict ion over that  knowledge. For exam ple, Hunter (1991) m akes this claim  
for m edicine, in that  it  has in t im e assum ed m uch m ore cont rol over def ining 
illness and as a result  has assum ed cont rol in situat ions well beyond its or iginal 
m andate and so, enjoys a pr ivileged posit ion in society .  

Berger and Luckm ann (1991) view societ y as exist ing both as object ive 
and subject ive reality .  The form er is brought  about  through the interact ion of 
people with the social world, with this social world in turn influencing people 
result ing in rout inisat ion and habitualizat ion .  That  is, any frequent ly repeated 
act ion becom es cast  into a pat tern, which can be reproduced w ithout  m uch effort .  
This frees people to engage in innovat ion rat her than start ing everything anew .  I n 
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t im e, the m eaning of the habitualizat ion becom es em bedded as rout ines, form ing 
a general store of knowledge.  This is inst itut ionalised by society to the extent  t hat  
future generat ions experience this type of knowledge as object ive.  Addit ionally 
this object ivity is cont inuously reaffirm ed in the individual's interact ion wit h 
others.  

The experience of society as subject ive reality is achieved through 
prim ary, and to a lesser extent , secondary socialisat ion.  The form er involves 
being given an ident ity and a place in society .  I ndeed, Burr (1995) suggests that  
our ident ity or iginates not  from  inside the person but  from  the social realm .  
Socialisat ion takes place through significant  others who m ediate the object ive 
reality of society, render it  m eaningful and in th is way it  is internalised by 
individuals (Berger & Luckm ann, 1991) .  This is done through the m edium  of 
language.  Burr (1995) com m ents that  wit hin social const ruct ionism  language is 
not  an unproblem at ic m eans of t ransm it t ing thoughts and feelings, but  in fact  
m akes thought  possible by const ruct ing concepts. I n other words, it  is language 
that  m akes thoughts and concepts possible and not  the other way around. 
Language predat es concepts and provides a m eans of st ructur ing the way the 
world is experienced. 

Berger and Luckm ann (1991) m aintain that  conversat ion is the m ost  
im portant  m eans of m aintaining, m odify ing and reconst ruct ing subject ive reality .  
Subject ive reality is com prised of concepts that  can be shared unproblem at ically 
with ot hers.  I n other words, there is shared m eaning and understanding, so m uch 
so t hat  concepts do not  need to be redefined each t im e they are used in everyday 
conversat ion and com e to assum e a reality which is by and large taken for 
granted.  They use the exam ple ’have a good day at  the office’ as an exam ple of 
this.  The words im ply a whole wor ld within which these proposit ions m ake sense. 

Schwandt  (2003) different iates between radical and social 
const ruct ionism , the lat ter has been out lined above, while the form er is 
concerned with the idea that  knowledge cannot  represent  or cor respond to the 
world.  I n essence, that  the world can only be known in relat ion to peoples' 
experience of it  and not  independent ly of that  exper ience. Burningham  and 
Cooper (1999) discuss const ruct ionism  in term s of being either contextual or 
st r ict .  Contextual const ruct ionism  recognises object ive reality and its influence,  
while the lat ter m aintains a relat ivist  posit ion, that  is the belief that  there are 
m ult iple realit ies and all are m eaningfu l.  As will be discussed next ,  this relat ivist  
posit ion is the source of m ost  of the cr it icism s levelled at  const ruct ionism .  

Realism  and Relat ivism

The m ain cr it icism s levelled against  social const ruct ionism  can be sum m arised by 
its perceived concept ualisat ion of realism  and relat iv ism .  I t  is accused of being 
ant i- realist , in denying that  knowledge is a direct  percept ion of reality (Craib 
1997) .  Bury (1986) m aintains that  social const ruct ionism  challenges biom edical 
reality and quest ions apparent ly self-evident  and stable realit ies, but  he offers 
lit t le evidence to suppor t  this content ion .  As an exam ple, Bury (1986) claim s that  
it  v iews the discovery of diseases as them selves social events rather than having 
an object ive reality. This cr it icism  of social const ruct ionism  not  recognising an 
object ive reality is both widespread and com m on (Bury 1986;  Burr 1995;  Craib 
1997;  Schwandt ,  2003;  Sism ondo 1993) , that  nothing exists beyond language 
(Bury 1986) . 

I f it  is accepted that  researchers them selves const ruct  a social world 
rather than m erely represent ing som e independent  reality, then this is the source 
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of tension between realism  and relat ivism  (Ham m ersley & Atkinson, 2007) .  There 
is an increasing tendency within qualitat ive research to adopt  the relat ivist  
posit ion which leads Ham m ersley (1992) to quest ion the usefulness of the 
findings generated from  studies using this m ethod, given that  the m ult iplicity  of 
accounts produced can each claim  legit im acy .  I f all are legit im ate and given the 
logical conclusion of relat ivism , then there is no reason to prefer one account  to 
another .  That  is, the conclusions of research them selves const itute just  another 
account  and as such cannot  claim  to have precedence over any other account .  
The relevancy  of such research can be quest ioned. I n other words,  if research is 
not  cont r ibut ing to knowledge in any m eaningfu l way, then its usefulness m ay be 
quest ioned, part icular ly in relat ion t o health care research (Murphy et  al. , 1998) .

Realism  and relat ivism  represent  two polar ised perspect ives on a 
cont inuum  between object ive reality at  one end and m ult iple realit ies on the 
other .  Both posit ions are problem at ic for qualitat ive research.  Adopt ing a realist  
posit ion ignores the way the researcher const ructs interpretat ions of the findings 
and assum es that  what  is reported is a t rue and faithful interpretat ion of a 
knowable and independent  reality .  Relat iv ism  leads to t he conclusion t hat  nothing 
can ever be known for defin ite, that  there are m ult iple realit ies, none having 
precedence over the other in term s of claim s to represent  the t ruth about  social 
phenom ena.  

However, t his is to confuse epistem ology with claim s about  ontology and is 
a fundam ental m isunderstanding of the philosophy that  underpins social 
const ruct ionism .  As out lined, social const ruct ionism as discussed by Berger and 
Luckm an (1991) m akes no ontological claim s, confining itself to the social 
const ruct ion of knowledge, therefore confining itself to m ak ing epistem ological 
claim s only .  The idea that  disease can and does exist  as an independent  reality is 
com pat ible w ith the social const ruct ionist  view .  The nam ing of disease and indeed 
what  const itutes disease is arguably a different  m at ter and has the pot ent ial to be 
socially const ructed.  This is not  the sam e as claim ing that  it  has no independent  
existence beyond language.  One can im agine the situat ion where a skin disorder 
such as psoriasis m ight  be t hought  of as a contagious disease, but  w ith cont inued 
em pir ical invest igat ion, as knowledge increases about  the condit ion, then 
at t itudes to it  and how it  is const ructed change.  I t  is in this sense that  disease is 
socially const ructed but  im portant ly m akes no claim s about  its ontological status. 

For Ham m ersley (1992) the solut ion is to adopt  neither posit ion but  one 
m idway between the two,  one that  he term s subt le realism . This acknowledges 
the existence of an independent  reality, a world that  has an existence 
independent  of our percept ion of it ,  but  denies that  there can be direct  access to 
that  reality, em phasising instead representat ion not  reproduct ion of social 
phenom ena.  Representat ion im plies that  it  will be from  the perspect ive of the 
researcher,  thereby im plicit ly acknowledging reflex ivity, which is 
acknowledgem ent  that  researchers influence the research process.

Consistent  with this m iddle course, Ham m ersley (1992) accepts the 
usefulness of what  he term s com m on-sense knowledge, while at  the sam e t im e 
reject ing the not ion that  all such knowledge is valid in its own term s.  Cent ral to 
this is a reject ion of the view that  knowledge is independent  of the researcher,  
whose reality can be known wit h certainty . Both realism  and relat ivism  share this 
view of knowledge in that  both define it  in this way as the start ing point  of their  
stances. I n turn this results in the current  dichotom y in qualitat ive research .  The 
content ion is that  by avoiding such a definit ion, the negat ive im plicat ions for 
research associated w ith both philosophical perspect ives can be avoided.  
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Ham ilton (2002) offers an alt ernat ive definit ion of knowledge as beliefs in 
which one can have reasonable confidence in their validity or t ruth .  This is 
appeals to what  Ham m ersley (1992) considers a com m on sense understanding 
and consensual not ion of what  const itut es social knowledge, part icular ly in 
judging the validity or t ruth of such knowledge generated through research 
findings.  This is a pragm at ic view of knowledge based on how society resolves 
such m at ters in everyday life by judging its t ruth in relat ion to what  is already 
known, not  by appeal to philosophy .  I n a sense, this is an exam ple of what  Burr 
(1995) refers to as the self- referent  system , where concepts can only be defined 
in term s of other concepts exist ing in the sam e language syst em . 

I n appealing for the adopt ion of a subt le realist  approach, Ham m ersley 
(1992) is t rying to resolve the seem ingly int ractable issue of realism  versus 
relat ivism .  I n support  of this, Murphy et  al. (1998) conclude that  qualitat ive 
research resist s the tendency to fix m eanings but  instead draw inferences about  
m eaning.  However the current  t rend within qualitat ive research is not  to draw 
such a sharp dist inct ion between the realism  and relat ivism  (Danerm ark et  al. ,  
2002;  Denzin & Lincon, 2005)

I n response t o the realist  cr it ique, Sism ondo (1993) different iates between 
st r ict , radical or ext rem e const ruct ionism  and m ild or contextual const ruct ionism .  
He m aintains that  cr it icism  is levelled at  the form er,  which is said to deny 
physical reality .  Burningham  and Cooper (1999) note that  in the cr it ique of 
const ruct ionism  very few em pir ical studies adopt ing th is approach are ever 
discussed.  I n other words, cr it ics fail to evaluate the evidence as to how the 
theory is applied in pract ice in order to support  their  cr it ique.  I n a review of 
studies using social const ruct ionism , Sism ondo (1993) claim s that  the vast  
m ajor ity of studies adopt  the m ild or context ual form  of analysis, where a 
dist inct ion is m aintained between what  part icipants believe or claim  about  the 
social world and what  is in fact  already known .  I n pract ice social const ruct ionists 
recognise realit y and Sism ondo (1993) concludes that  the realist  cr it ique is 
m isguided in that it  does not  fit  what  is actually going on in em pir ical studies.  
Burningham  and Cooper (1999) have sum m arised the st r ict  const ruct ionist  
posit ion as a scept icism  about  ontological claim s and not  as an ontological claim  
about  the non-ex istence of reality,  that  is, while they do not  deny the existence 
of reality, t hey m aintain that  the m eaning of reality is socially const ruct ed.  

I n term s of social const ruct ionism , the argum ents in relat ion to relat ivism  
are sim ilar to those out lined earlier .  Relat ivism  m aintains that  because there are 
m ult iple realit ies, there are m ult iple interpretat ions of t hose realit ies.  This leads in 
the opinion of Bury (1986) to a circular argum ent , in that  there is no way of 
judging one account  of reality as bet ter than another .  Craib (1997) in part icular 
r idicules social const ruct ionism  for its alleged posit ion on the realist - relat ivist  
argum ent  and views it  as a com fort ing collect ive belief rather than a theoret ical 
posit ion.  He engages in what  Ham m ersley (1992) term s a nihilist  argum ent , 
nam ely the content ion that  because social const ruct ionism  is itself a social 
const ruct , then it  has no m ore claim  to be advanced as an explanat ion than any 
other theory .  This results in there being no not ion of what  const itutes t ruth (Burr 
1995) .  Ham m ersley (1992) refers to this as the self- refut ing character of 
relat ivism  and at t em pts to counter it  by proposing the adopt ion of subt le realism , 
as out lined previously .  Radical social const ruct ionism  is a t r ivial posit ion (Murphy 
et  al., 1998) .  

This gives r ise to the further cr it icism  that  research using social 
const ruct ionist  fram ework lacks any abilit y to change things because there is 
nothing against  which to judge the findings of research (Bury, 1986) .  I n this 
sense it  becom es a m ethodological issue.  This results in polit ical inert ia because 



The Grounded Theory Review (2012) , Volum e 11, I ssue 1 44

of t he reluctance of social const ruct ionist  research to m ake any recom m endat ions
(Bury, 1986) . Burningham  and Cooper (1999) m aintain that  this ar ises because 
of a m isreading of the process in that  researchers adopt ing this approach do not  
ground their  argum ents in, or discredit  opposing argum ents by com paring them  
unfavourably with object ive reality, that  is, in present ing their  findings, social 
const ruct ionists do not  present  them  in object ivist  term s, but  rely instead on the 
plausibilit y of their  findings.  I n other words, they set  out  to have their  findings 
accepted by present ing a convincing argum ent  rather than arguing that  their  
results are definit ive.  This is consistent  with the idea in const ruct ionism  that  the 
findings of research are one of m any discourses.  The suggest ion here is that  far 
from  being neut ral, social const ruct ionism  can generate real debate and lead to 
change.

There is another sense in which change becom es problem at ic and th is is 
related to what  social const ruct ionism  has to say about  hum an agency, that  is, 
hum an act ivity, which according to Burr (1995) has not  been fully addressed 
within social const ruct ionism .  Berger and Luckm ann (1991) m aintain that  change 
is brought  about  by hum an act ivity .  They note that  while reality is always socially 
defined, it  is individuals and groups of individuals who define it .  People always t ry 
to present  them selves and their  version of events in such a way t hat  it  will prevail 
over other versions (Burr 1995) .  For Burr (1995) this is linked t o power, in that  it  
tends to be the m ore powerful who are the m ost  successful at  having their  
version of events predom inate.  This suggests that  social const ruct ionism  supports 
the idea that  people can indeed be agents of change but  nonetheless, Burr (1995)
argues that  th is is one of the least  developed areas of const ruct ionism .

Craib (1997) , a sociologist  and psychotherapist , suggests that  like 
interact ionism ,  social const ruct ionism  is no m ore than a coping m echanism  for 
dealing w ith rapid change; that  social const ruct ionists em brace change in order to 
avoid having to defend or just ify their  posit ion on anything .  This enables them  to 
claim  t hat  t heir  posit ion, or any other, is j ust  another social const ruct , no posit ion 
having precedence over any other. He views social const ruct ionism  as a form  of 
interact ionism .  As out lined, interact ionism  is different  f rom  const ruct ionism . Craib 
(1997) seem s to have confused som e shared philosophical roots with being one 
and the sam e theory .  I t  suggests t hat  Craib (1997) has a select ive understanding 
of social const ruct ionism  and that  his cr it icism s arise from  this part ial 
understanding.  Addit ionally, his argum ents assum e that  all social const ruct ionists 
hold a relat ivist  posit ion .  As out lined ear lier, this is not  so.

Conclusion

Social const ruct ionism  accepts that  there is an object ive reality .  I t  is 
concerned with how knowledge is const ructed and understood.  I t  has therefore 
an epistem ological not  an ontological perspect ive.  Crit icism s and 
m isunderstanding ar ise when this cent ral fact  is m isinterpreted.  This is m ost  
evident  in debates and cr it icism s surrounding realism  and relat iv ism .  The words 
of Kirk and Miller (1986) are relevant  when they suggest  that  the search for a 
final, absolute t ruth be left  to philosophers and theologians.  Social 
const ruct ionism  places great  em phasis on everyday interact ions between people 
and how they use language to const ruct  their  reality .  I t  regards the social 
pract ices people engage in as the focus of enquiry .  This is very sim ilar to the 
focus of grounded theory but  without  the em phasis on language. Social 
const ruct ionism  that  views society as exist ing both as object ive and subject ive 
reality is fully com pat ible with classical grounded theory, unlike const ruct ionist  
grounded theory which takes a relat ivist  posit ion.  Relat ivism is not  com pat ible 
with classical grounded theory .  Social const ruct ionism  as influence by Berger and 
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Luckm an m akes no ontological claim s.  Therefore choosing const ruct ionist  
grounded theory based on the ontological assum pt ions of the researcher seem s
incom pat ible with the idea of social const ruct ionism .  How this stance has 
influenced and rem odelled grounded t heory into socalled const ruct ionist  grounded 
theory will be the subj ect  of anot her art icle.
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