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Assignment 1: SJS14017 

Describe and explore ONE of the following theories.

· Feminism

· Marxism

· Social constructionism
This assignment aims to describe and explore the theory of social constructionism.  A basic definition of social constructionism is an individual’s view of the world based on their knowledge, culture and what they have learnt from interactions with other people.  If one assumes that social constructionism is a theory, it requires some depth of evaluation.  All social theories according to Best (2003, p.8) contain an epistemology – a theory of knowledge, an ontology – what reality is made of, a historical point in time and advice on how individuals are to behave.  Social theorists consider and analyse personal and public problems that people have in society.  Personal because an individual can feel at certain times in their life excluded from society and public because factors affecting that exclusion are out of their control.  These problems can be called constraints and are seen in other theories such as Marxism, Feminism and Structuralism.  Social theory is concerned with understanding social actions or behaviours, relationships between people and society, power relationships and changes that happen in society. 
If one argues that social constructionism is considered a theory, it seems relevant to understand what came before this.  The Enlightenment or ‘Age of Reason’ began in the late 17th century.  In an article written by White (2004) this period was a time of change in thought and reason and a move into a modern world away from customs and traditions.  Locke and Hobbes, both cited in White’s article reflected that social contracts between the state and society were the way forward to achieving happiness for everyone.  It was a period of scientific experimentation where the general public now had access to rational knowledge of the world around them and a time when religious beliefs were challenged and some agnosticism appeared.  Despite there still being evidence of this period today, towards the end of the Enlightenment there was a move spurred by industrialisation, economic growth and individualism towards a modern society.  Haralambos and Holborn (2013) stated that many of the 19th century sociologists such as Durkheim, Marx and Weber believed that the social changes that occurred through industrialisation shaped modernity.  Their belief was that through science they had revealed the metanarrative of human development and could form a new direction for social changes.  Scientific knowledge at this time was applied to architecture and the mass production of housing and offices for urban populations.  Modernism gave way to post modernism – a period of diversity where according to Haralambos and Holborn, ‘...anything goes, all styles and fashions are permissible so long as none is taken too seriously.’ (2013, p.988).  The two world wars had happened by now and this changed the way people thought about the future.  Today everything has become more fragmented and there are no more jobs for life.  There is far less manufacturing today and people now work in call centres and other industries where they are on zero hour contracts.  There is globalisation (Baldwin, 2019) and Britain has to rely on countries such as Saudi Arabia for oil and therefore it can be argued that there is less control in people’s lives.  Science raises many difficult moral questions and in the past where we were governed by laws, today these laws are challenged.  Everything appears to be questionable.  Kirk wrote in an article, 

‘...as a result of many years of hard, theoretical and empirical labour, historians and others have clearly demonstrated that socio-economic, political and cultural systems and processes have emerged and changed over time.’ (Kirk, 1994, p.238).
Kirk also stated that there were observations of social mobility and social class fragmentation. Post-industrial society and post modern culture developments were observed by the theorist Lyotard (Sim, 1996) as technological science and social development but also as changes in language or language-games; the language games people play with one another in order to establish norms and values of society. This assignment will now consider some sociological theories that are applied to society in the 21st century.   The ideas associated with some of these theories respond to the inclusion agenda.
Social constructionism can be argued as the ideas of what we hold to be true of the world.  There is no straight forward version of human behaviour because everyone is different and common sense differs in individuals.  If one looks at cultural and historical concepts, everything one thinks one knows is socially constructed.  There are different ways of looking at things and there is objective truth and moral truth. Burr (2002) wrote about discursive psychology being a form of social constructionism because constructed versions of truth sit in the social and interpersonal domain.  Foucault’s interests (Burr, 2002) were in social changes specifically in interpretations of sexuality, mental illness and social practices.  Foucault argued that the way the way in which people talked and thought about these topics meant that there were suggestions to how people were treated.  For example, people who hear voices can be labelled as mentally ill or people’s sexual preferences can be labelled perverse and these labels are dependent on the discourses at a particular time.  Burr stated: 
Everyone has times when their behaviour may be thought a little odd, but if you are labelled ‘mentally ill’ it is more likely that you will come to see such episodes as evidence of mental illness. (Burr, 2002, p.101).
The discourses are comprised of language and symbols which can appear in images, texts and media and shape the world at any given time.  Foucault was interested in how society is created and his theories have been adapted and applied to education (Hoy, 1986). He was interested in the Enlightenment and a time when people were beginning to think for themselves and realising that knowledge changes from generation to generation. He was interested in how common knowledge is formed.  He had many ideas but one was the power of discourse. In society there are different types of language depending on the situation. In education there are certain terms that only those involved in education, for instance, would understand. For example if a person came to a lecture that was not studying education they may not have any understanding of that lecture and this would make the person feel excluded. The same applies to a person seeing a doctor who would use medical terms that again may not be understood leaving the individual to feel scared or stupid.  Foucault would say, therefore, that discourse or language holds power.  Power can be an assumption that underpins inequality and social divisions.
Burr (2002) suggests that even though one likes to think of oneself as individual, the ideas of self are socially shared constructs built on the language used in society.  Discursive psychology studies how people use language to interact with one another and how linguistic skills are used to build a story of events.  Discursive psychology can be compared to deconstructionism, an idea introduced by Derrida cited in Burr (1995).  Discourses that construct people’s views can be deconstructed to show how they work thereby giving people opportunity to challenge them.  Derrida (cited in Haralambos and Holborn, 2013) argued that binary oppositions are the basis of society’s beliefs.  For example, handsome/ugly, liked/disliked and usually one is superior to the other therefore making the superior more desirable to an individual.  These oppositions can be subverted by deconstruction thereby opposing this binary position for how one thinks about the world.  By doing this one can show that written or visual texts can be interpreted in different ways with no one text standing superior to another.  This reinforces Derrida’s belief that no one truth can be established.     Burr (1995, p.31) states that ‘we behave, think and feel differently depending on who we are with, what we are doing and why’ and suggests that behaviours are dependent on specific situations rather than personality traits.  Personalities can be described as caring, friendly, or arrogant but if a person lived alone on a desert island, these words would be meaningless because once a person is removed from the people who described the person that way there is no relation.  If one argues that the personality traits still exist within the person, there is no means to prove this.  However it can be argued that people are individual because of differences in personality.  For example assumptions are made about people with more intelligence, skills or ability being more successful.  However success can be seen in social class structures such as the Gilbert-Kahl model (2008) where the most successful sit at the top and are referred to as the one percenters.  The model represents social class stratification which is where groups of people in society are differentiated by occupation, income, wealth and social status.  Lower classes are governed and oppressed by higher classes (Freire, 2001).  One could argue at this point that society has been labelled but people are not born with these labels and this is all part of social constructionism.  In labelling theory Becker (cited in Haralambos and Holborn, 2013) stated that he preferred his approach to be seen as interactionist thereby not solely concentrating on labels.  Whilst Plummer (cited in Haralambos and Holborn, 2013) pointed out that the interactionist approach puts some strain on an individual as to how one interprets what happens around one and how one responds. He also believed that the labelling approach questioned who had the power to make rules in society and therefore the power to apply the labels to individuals. 
According to an extract from an article written by Bazerman (1990), ‘law, literature, science, religion, politics and economics are socially constructed through discourse.  White (2004) wrote about discourse being the constructions of meaning that are fabricated by society and individuals interact with each other and the world through frameworks of meaning.  Studies of people from different historical, cultural and geographical settings show that meaning can be constructed in many ways.  For example, in the nature of human existence, Buddhists believe that humans have states of being which means no permanent soul, a birth and a rebirth.  Secular Western belief is that humans are a biological organism with a life span and decompose after death.  Christians believe that the human body is the home for the everlasting soul that continues to exist after the death of the body.  These constructions of meaning are believed to be true to each culture and one could argue that there would be conflict over the meanings and therefore people make decisions about truth based on judgement and preferences.
Galbin (2014) wrote that people do not know what is universally true or false, good or bad, or what is right or wrong in the world.  The use of language, communication and speech is how people understand the world and one self.  If the focus is on what is real or reality, Bergman and Luckman (cited in Gablin, 2014) stated that people’s knowledge becomes fixed into the fabric of society which in turn can enforce how people view the world.  This is a shared meaning.  Money, citizenship and newspapers are examples of socially constructed things.  According to Boghossian (cited in Gablin, 2014), none of these examples could exist without society and yet they could have been constructed in a different way.  Mead (cited in Haralombas and Holborn, 2014) was concerned with symbolic interaction and his ideas were that human thought, experience and behaviour were social.  He believed that humans interact through symbols which are part of language.  These symbols force a meaning onto a particular thing like an event and can reject other possible meanings.  Symbols create interaction and humans therefore construct a world of meaning in order to survive.  
Post-industrial society and post modern culture developments were observed by the theorist Lyotard as technological science and social development but also changes in language or language-games; the language games people play with one another in order to establish norms and values of society.  Michael Billig and Rom Harre are two British social constructionists.  The history of social constructionism has much in common with the sociology of knowledge and Billig (1987) wrote about attitudes being characteristics of rhetoric, with rhetoric being ‘...an established intellectual tradition which offered practical skills or articulate expression and theoretical insights into the nature of communication’ (Billig, 1987, p.61).  Harre (1994) wrote about the social construction of personality and emotional behaviour which links to individualism.  It can be argued that their views on social constructionism suggest that humans despite having separate bodies do not have individual thoughts but are part of a collective of shared ambitions, values and experiences.  Berger and Luckman (1966) argue that individuals build and strengthen all social experiences through social practices and they believe there are three processes that are accountable for this.  The processes are externalisation, objectivation and internalisation.  Externalising occurs when someone writes a book or tells a story which then enters the social realm where it becomes an object of consciousness for society (objectivation) with some truth attached.  Once it is out there in the world, the next generation born into the world where this exists, internalise it.  This is then part of an individual’s consciousness.  It can be argued that social constructionism has therefore achieved the status of an object.
Reader (2003) pointed out that language is foremost for social constructionists and argues that there would be no thinking processes if everyone agreed with one another all the time.  Young children can be used as an example because they live in a world full of dialogue and conversations thereby obtaining skills which allow them to rationalise and take part in collective thinking; thinking that occurs in dialogue and thinking in silence.  Reader (2003) suggests that real thinking happens in silence and human beings grapple with an inner voice of conscience alongside an inner voice of desire.  Mead (cited in Haralambos and Holborn, 2014) believed that humans have to be aware of one’s own self in order to converse and for thought to take place.
Newspaper articles are full of words and therefore a discourse and have the ability to portray views onto the general population.  An example of this can be seen in an article written by Stewart and Mason (2016) about Nigel Farage’s anti-migrant poster.  Prentis cited in the article, said that the poster provoked racial hatred and social media users compared it to Nazi propaganda where it could be perceived as a weapon to scaremonger people into supporting Farage’s campaign to leave the EU.  It can be argued that Farage in his position as a politician has power over the general public.  The power of discourse through media legitimises racist thought because the poster advanced people’s general racist ideas.  The way this discourse is perceived allows people to develop a social construct of society.  This is one example of why society behaves as it does because different people have different motivations for their attitudes and there are close links with attitudes and behaviour.  In this case people can construct their idea of immigrants based on this poster but this is very limited knowledge because all immigrants have been labelled and put into a category.  Social constructionism can therefore link to inequality because of the expectations people have about categories and the people in those categories have a different experience of society.  It is not equality and becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy because it is not real but a constructed perception.       
This assignment has attempted to describe some of the main sociological theories of society by considering other forms of social constructionism such as discursive analysis and to understand inequality and social division assumptions by using the anti-migrant poster as an example.  According to McLeod (1997) social constructionists reject traditional approaches to knowledge, gravely regard assumptions about the social world, believe that people’s understanding of the world is concerned with interaction and discussion and finally that social constructs are not inherent to individuals but created through discourse.  It has been defined as a movement, an approach and a theory (Galbin, 2014) but it can be argued that, based on the works of Berger and Luckman (1966) that it has been influenced by other movements, for example postmodernism because it shows many similarities.  Histories of ideas and knowledge also compare to it because individuals are part of a shared group with the same interests, values and experiences or as mentioned at the start of this assignment, the same values and norms.
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