SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONISM
Some Background

The idea of social constructionism is now quite prevalent in the human sciences, including human geography. Although the social construction of social constructionism would be an interesting venture in itself, one can remark on two conditions for its emergence. 

The first was that it was seen as a way of countering what were called essentialisms. Many of these, but not all, were linked to reductions of the social to biology. For example: the idea that what was essential to understanding a person’s social nature, their particular capacities, weaknesses, etc., was their skin color or their gender or their age (‘the ineptitude of the aged’). This idea was also extended to nationality. So instead of being socialized into a national identity it was thought that people were born French, German or whatever. Other essentialisms linked the social affiliations of people to particular sorts of behavior. Examples here would include such diverse ideas as those of tribal violence in the South African mining industry, the nutty professor, the lack of foresight of the working class or the inherently different qualities of white collar crime (how tax evasion is not of the same order as property theft, for example, and so should not be punished as harshly).

The second source of the interest in social constructionism came from the upsurge of interest, in the ‘seventies onwards, in identity politics. This was related to the critique of essentialisms in the following sense. How people identified themselves came to be seen as not a matter of biology (e.g. being feminine as something biologically innate) but as a matter of social relations. People constructed themselves in relation to others; you were what the other wasn’t. Deconstructing identity was a matter of tracing out the social relations through which people were assigned relatively inferior identities while others were able to monopolize the more flattering ones.

The Central Idea

How we come to view the world around us, to represent, interpret and understand it, is in terms of the concepts we bring to bear on it. This means that the only access we have to the world is indirect; only through the medium of concepts of what the essential differences / relationships are. This needs to be emphasized. Facts do not speak for themselves! It is simply wrong to say that we should let the evidence speak for itself. It can’t!

We acquire our views of the world, our conceptual filters in many different ways, but discourse is a primary one. We are told what the important differences are and we are told in many, many different ways. We have the standard socialization procedures of family, school, workplace, army, and so on. We have media exposure, though clearly the media were not always as expansive in their presence, even intrusive in our lives. The statements of politicians, ‘experts’ influence our views of things. Local chamber of commerce people go and talk to schools but rarely do labor unionists. The landscape around us is symbolically infused; who has streets named after them (mainly men, of course); who gets memorialized in parks and statues; and isn’t it significant that in the US South, there are very few major highways named after Martin Luther King? 

This is not just a matter of lay knowledge. Think of the discourse that you have been exposed to since arriving at university and starting undergraduate work. The spatial-quantitative work is a particular way of viewing the world. There are some obvious things here, as in the emphasis on the measurable, the multivariate (‘what percent is explained by …’), the recourse to neo-classical economics for some sort of substantive theory, which, through its emphasis on the individual fits in nicely with the assumption of the independence of observations in statistics. Clearly it isn’t the only way of viewing the world, which we quickly learnt with the paradigm shifts which occurred in human geography in the ’seventies on. But for a while, and for a variety of reasons, the spatial-quantitative was ‘the truth’ and within its own terms, it worked; it generated knowledge that could be applied in ‘solving’ planning problems, for instance.

So discourse is important in the formation of our ideas, the filters we apply to judging events, and especially so if it is tilted in one particular direction. And inevitably it will be. It will be selective in its view of the world, highlighting some things, neglecting or perhaps totally ignoring, others. A crucial reason for this is that the creation of knowledge, lay and otherwise, is not socially disinterested. Representations, interpretations are constructed, gain a grip on the population’s imagination, for a purpose; they facilitate the realization of particular social interests, self-images (e.g. the dominant view that the poor are poor because they are lazy, don’t look to the future, don’t save, and so on, is very comforting to the majority of the population which can define itself as ‘not poor’). This doesn’t mean to say that the purposefulness is necessarily evident. But some views tend to get filtered in, because a majority can be persuaded, in various sorts of ways, not all of them solely discursively but through dint of hard experience; and some tend to get filtered out or hardly get a look in at all. Of course, one of the reasons that people learn by dint of hard experience, is because most people have been suckered in to accepting that set of social arrangements that make the dominant discourse ‘true’. So struggle is always central to discourse and therefore to social construction. Someone is trying to impose something on someone else, convince, persuade, seduce them.

This shifts the focus to the strategies through which people are persuaded, convinced, seduced. One of the reasons that dualisms are so common not just in everyday but also in serious social thought is that, as Sayer has noted, when lined up one beneath another, they have the ability to polarize wide areas of social experience by simplifying, by selecting in and out through the choice as to what will be lined up and what won’t. The racist view of ‘the native’ as savage / emotional / childish / violent / unthinking / dirty finds its counterpart in its view of the white person as civilized / controlled / mature / peaceful / exercising forethought. The spatial-quantitative revolution sold itself to geographers by similar counterposing, this time with respect to what had preceded it: quantitative / qualitative, scientific / unscientific, analytic / descriptive, relevant / irrelevant, precise / vague. 

This raises another point about the politically loaded character of discourse. Note the sense relations of the different words being used. Who wouldn’t prefer to be known as ‘scientific’ as opposed to ‘unscientific’ or as ‘precise’ rather than ‘vague.’ Other distinctions that have become second nature leap out at one: First World / Third World, developed / undeveloped, modern / traditional. Again, would you rather be ‘third’ or ‘first’, ‘traditional’ or ‘modern’? So rhetorical strategy is a significant aspect of discourse, and therefore of social construction and I have barely skimmed the surface in what are little more than allusions.

Some Examples

‘Tribe’ and ‘Tribalism’

Skalnik's focus in your Readings is the category of 'tribe'. Tribal membership is commonly interpreted as a natural as opposed to social attribute. The term 'tribal' is part of a conceptual field in which it is opposed to 'civilisation' and to which it is historically prior. Tribalism signifies the way in which the behavior of tribal people is determined by tribal membership. Tribal membership defines deep hostilities with the members of other tribes which cannot be ameliorated. It is common for outbreaks of violence in the workplace and in residential areas in South Africa to be interpreted in this way, and even in the West more generally. As Skalnik goes on to discuss, however, the history of Southern African tribes is one of rapid change and incorporation rather than of the static and bounded units implied by the conventional wisdom: "The tribes which were to emerge by the end of the 19th century were colonial phenomena, the product of new forces such as pressure on land and expansion of trade". In other words 'tribe' is a social category: a social construct in which the 'non-tribal' were as instrumental as those to whom they describe as belonging to 'tribes'. 

This social construction is taken up in a more expansive fashion by Sharp. A crucial factor for him is the legacy of nineteenth century anthropology and its attempt to create an objective science by comparison. A problem, however, was what were to be the units to be compared? The idea of discrete peoples with their own ways of life -- i.e. tribes -- mirrored Western debates and assumptions at the time regarding nations as objective groups: so anthropologists saw what they wanted to see. Indigenous peoples, conceptualized in this way and by governments, exploited it by presenting themselves as 'tribes' for (e.g.) material reasons of recognition by the state, the mobilization of others for purposes of workplace conflict. Sharp's discussion of the views of anthropologists, incidentally, brings out the critical nature of the double hermeneutic in human studies: that just as social scientists -- in this case anthropologists -- require concepts of social differentiation, so too do the people studied in order to live their lives; and this of course, highlights the relationship between the two bodies of concepts and the problem of negotiating that relation.

Concepts of Geographic Differentiation
Consider from the standpoint of social construction some of the geographic concepts we develop and use: the development of new regional concepts like Silicon Valley or the Coldbelt / Sunbelt distinction; the development of new types of distressed region like the inner city, the inner suburb or rustbelts as a generic type; or even something like space itself. 

As in other instances of social construction, interests are important. The Sunbelt / Coldbelt distinction would not have come into being without the emergence of plant closures in numerous localities in the Midwest and Northeast during the ’seventies and major events like the bankruptcies of cities like New York and Cleveland and the fiscal distress of many other cities in the area. This was attributed to the effective competition that Southern and Western states were mounting for inward investment and the way in which, it was argued, federal expenditures tended to favor them in various ways. Local growth coalitions and an umbrella body – the Northeast-Midwest Congressional Coalition, led the way in the articulation of this argument and its related regional construction. 

As far as the idea of space itself is concerned, David Harvey has argued that in looking for the origins of the spatial-quantitative revolution in geography we need to look for the demands coming from city and regional planning at the time for improved tools for understanding traffic flow, the impact of transportation on future urban development and the like. There were, in other words, interests in developing a more abstract understanding of spatial relationships so as to improve concrete planning policies. In this regard it would be no coincidence that the Regional Science Association – whose annual meetings were well patronized by planners – came into being round about the same time (late ’fifties). And a number of geographers saw an opportunity there for advancing their own professional interests. ‘Space’ was on its way.

Geographic scale is a concept that has attracted the attention of social constructionists. There are, to be sure, tendencies to take various geographic scales for granted. This is so both with respect to generic concepts of scale like ‘local’ or ‘national’ and more concrete ideas like ‘Central Ohio’. But in Western Europe, at least, the meaning of the national is clearly changing as the EU assumes greater significance in people’s lives; scales are being reconstructed there. And as for Central Ohio, the Southland, Chicagoland, etc., there would certainly have been times when these were not part of people’s lexicons. So what happened?

Finally, note again the role of dualisms in propagating, diffusing, persuading people of the verity of these new ideas about geographic differentiation: inner suburbs vs. outer suburbs, coldbelt vs. sunbelt, downtown vs. the neighborhoods, growth regions vs. declining regions as well as local vs. global.

The Problem of Relativism

A major objection to social constructionism has been the charge of relativism. One response to realization that the real can never be known directly but only through thought objects, through our representations, including our ‘social constructions’ and that therefore there is no independent check on our claims of truth and falsity, has been relativism. In relativism what is true is given by a particular set of assumptions, beliefs about the world since these determine what and how we observe (and hence what we select in and select out), and our criteria for what constitute valid arguments and truth. Arbitrating between one set of assumptions and beliefs and another is impossible, even though they may come to contradictory conclusions about the world.

The dilemma can be illustrated by contrasting mainstream economic approaches to an understanding of market (or capitalist!) societies with marxist approaches to understanding capitalist (or market!) societies:

   a)
mainstream economics assumes a world of individual economic agents making choices between alternatives in order to maximize their utilities. This they do by freely entering into market exchanges in accordance with their tastes (for work vs.leisure, consumption vs. saving, one good vs. another, laying money out for additional workers vs. buying a Rolls Royce); and subsequently adjusting their choices (re. consumption, investment, savings, how much work to do) in accordance with the prices dictated by the aggregation of their preference schedules into supply and demand curves. The result is an efficient allocation of resources: for society as a whole in the sense that the value of goods consumed is maximized relative to the costs of producing those goods; and for the individual in the sense that any shift in the allocation of his/her budget to different goods or of time to different ends (leisure? work?) would result in a loss of utility. The major danger is monopolistic behavior in which agents will try to fix the market and force up prices to their advantage. The validity of these theories is given by the behavior of monetary values: increasing prices as demand increases/supply decreases, shifts from savings into consumption as interest rates go down, etc.

   b)
marxism counterposes to this world of individual economic agents one of classes locked in an embrace of conflict, oppression, and resistance. Capitalists exploit workers because they have a monopoly of the means of production (compare the meaning of the concept of monopoly in mainstream economics). Exploitation is conceived against the background of marxist value theory in which value is produced (as opposed to representing the aggregated evaluations of individual agents in mainstream economics); and only the workers produce value. Exploitation by capitalists, therefore, represents an appropriation of unpaid labor. Workers have to work because they have been separated from the means of production (i.e. it's not a matter of choice between leisure and work). But capitalists don't have the sort of choice imputed to them in mainstream economics either (e.g. between investing and consuming). This is because competition forces them to save and reinvest at pain of going out of business and being relegated to the status of the exploited. The validity of these theories is given by the class struggle: the way in which (e.g.) the resistance of the workers (as in strikes) is responded to by capitalists in the form of attempts to reassert their domination, as in the introduction of machinery to reduce the bargaining power of the workers.

Different events, therefore, are given different interpretations and are assessed according to different standards of truth:

   a)
for mainstream economics a strike is evidence of the attempt of labor unions to assert their monopolistic power: the truth of this is the way in which the price of labor goes up when the strike is successful; for marxists on the other hand, a strike is evidence of workers' resistance to the capitalist class. 

b)
for mainstream economics domestic consumption is an act of choice aimed at maximizing household utility: so as prices of goods alter, spending patterns also change. For marxists domestic consumption is an act of necessity: housing, food, clothing have to be purchased. An unintended consequence of this is that the worker can reproduce his/her labor power or ability to labor. As the workers' ability to reproduce him/herself goes down workers will struggle against capital since their ability to obtain necessary means of subsistence diminishes. To the extent that capital yields to this, then it will be because it recognizes the significance of labor power to its own reproduction: confirming that labor is indeed the source of value.

The particular problem to which relativism is addressed has appeared in a number of other guises. For example, in studies in the history of ideas the idea of paradigms and paradigm shifts in science has assumed prominence since the work of Thomas Kuhn. Kuhn implies a relativist interpretation of paradigms. Consider, for example, the following statement:  "Examining the record of past research from the vantage of contemporary historiography, the historian of science may be tempted to exclaim that when paradigms change, the world itself changes with them. Led by a new paradigm, scientists adopt new instruments and look in new places. Even more important, during revolutions scientists see new and different things when looking with familiar instruments in places they have looked before. It is rather as if the professional community had been suddenly transported to another planet where familiar objects are seen in a different light and are joined by unfamiliar ones as well...In so far as their only recourse to that world is through what they see and do, we may want to say that after a revolution scientists are responding to a different world." (Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, p.111). So is theory observation-neutral? Is what we see, what aspects we select, what constitutes truth, purely theory-given? If so, are successive paradigms noncomparable in terms of the knowledges they generate? is asking whether one is better than another a futile question? (See also Harvey's discussion of Kuhn).

The idea of relativism, however, is not invulnerable to counter-argument. The way Sayer expresses it is to say that its crucial error is arguing from the (true) assumption that observation is theory-dependent to the (false) view that observation is theory-determined. Observations may consequently surprise us, be difficult to explain, prompt revision of the sense relations of concepts. So while concepts can determine what we can think with they do not determine what we can think of. What this means is that reality, even though it is only accessible to us through concepts, provides a check on what we think, on what we come to believe. As a result of events counter to our ideas, we revise those ideas so that they provide a better practical purchase on the world – like simply being able to navigate in it. In short, not any beliefs will do: they have to pass a test of practical efficacy.

We can make an additional point here: Whether or not we observe ‘surprising’ things, whether or not we have an incentive to revise our concepts and therefore our understandings of the world, or whether we choose to ignore them depends on our interests. In a society marked by deep differences of interest we can expect diverse constructions of the world. This is particularly clear in terms of class interest where the establishment view of the virtues of the hidden hand and of minimal state intervention, of the essential fairness of the market. But some people’s experiences of the market are different and we shouldn’t be surprised if they try to understand why that is, and in terms that are not unflattering to themselves (e.g., it is not a question of their laziness).
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