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Social Constructionism does not have one definitive meaning, it is however, considered a radical view of how the world is seen by individuals. This essay will describe different elements of social constructionism, looking into the history of how this theory was established, including the Enlightenment, Modernism and Postmodernism. This essay will make the connection between social constructionism and social psychology by looking at an individual’s identity and also exploring gender and sexuality and their importance within social constructionism today. 
	Social constructionism has many descriptions, which gives the impression that there are multiple attitudes as to what constitutes this theory, social constructionism is a theory that is set out like a construction of a building for example, there are multiple angles, which participate in the theory which make it very complex, but once understood, a very simple theory to understand. Vivien Burr (2003) attempts to deconstruct the theory by calling social constructionism an ‘alternative approach to the study of human beings as social animals’ which has five underpinning approaches which include ‘critical psychology, discursive psychology, discourse analysis, deconstruction and poststructuralism’. All of these approaches combined, make up Social constructionism. Burr (2003) explains that social constructionism insists that we take a critical stance towards the way that we understand the world, which includes ourselves, our own perceptions and our own reality. Social Constructionism cautions us to be suspicious of our own assumptions whilst looking at how the world appears to be, like that of a magic trick for example. Gergen (2015) suggests that the basic ideology that forms social constructionism is simple, that looking at the world through common-sense, there is nothing more obvious than the fact that the world is simply there for us to observe and to try and make sense of, and argues that if we observe the world with its many wonders for what it is, we can ‘learn about the trees and how to look after the forests, the buildings and how to build stronger ones and also humans and how to improve the health of them’. This way of thinking is called realism and is one of the many theories that underpin social constructionism. Two major theorists of social Constructionism are Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckman who in (1966) published The Social Construction of Reality in which they suggest that the notion of the social construction of reality is not that things within our social world are not real, because they are, however, they are social constructions that we quite often take for granted in which Berger and Luckman suggest that we have built these social constructions purely from our imaginations. 
	Compared to other theories, Social constructionism is relatively new in the way in which it presents itself, Burr (2003) describes that social constructionism ‘cannot be traced to a single source’, as it appears to have emerged from the combined influences of a number of writers from all over the world, in which these writers are rooted into philosophical developments that began more than two hundred years ago. Burr (2003 p.10) describes three separate eras as major influences that should be considered when exploring social constructionism, these are, The Enlightenment, Modernism and Postmodernism. Jones and Bradbury (2018 p.25) describe Enlightenment as a cultural change in the eighteenth century, ‘The Enlightenment refers to the emergence of a new confidence in the power of human reason’. Before the Enlightenment, knowledge production was seen to typically involve experts translating religious texts or signs which made it possible for people to decipher what their god or gods had planned out for them. However, the Enlightenment opened up a new view on the social world, by allowing humans to produce certain knowledge and in turn, humans could engage with this knowledge in the pursuit of progress. Spencer and Krauze (2010) suggest that Sir Isaac Newton’s scientific achievements were colossal within the Enlightenment period, and it is suggested that Newton set the foundation that sparked the cultural change by defining a new science of dynamics, which proved that a mathematical evaluation of the universe shows that the universe operates perfectly. Hyland, Gomez and Greensides (2003) describes Newton as an icon of the Enlightenment which is why much of the Eighteenth centaury science was influenced by what were believed to be his methods. Newton’s work, in particular, his discovery of gravity reflected not only the scientific importance but the incredible impact upon philosophy in general which in turn created the rise of what would later become ‘the disciplines of social sciences.’ This is the foundation of social constructionism; when people started to question the construction of the world and in which Jones and Bradbury (2018) suggest that this rise of modernism creates a cultural change in belief about what knowledge is and what it is for, which suggests it directly promoted the ‘rise of sociology and sociological theorizing’. 
	As a consequence of The Enlightenment, Modernism started to arise, Giddens (1987) describes that modernist thinking involves the idea that the purpose of acquiring knowledge is ‘to influence for the better the human condition.’ Modernity implies that as humans we are ‘constantly looking for improvement within our lives and the pursuit of progress in which we can make therefore believing in progression and evolution’. Cheal (1991) describes that:
‘Believing that things tomorrow can always be better than they are today, which in turn means being prepared to overturn the existing order of things in order to make way for progress. It means, in other words, being prepared to break with tradition’ (Cheal, 1991).
This implies a specifically modern notion that is, the power of reason, being able to think about what you want as an individual person. Jones and Bradbury (2018) believe that ‘reason’ is the ability possessed by all humans, which enables them to ‘think about themselves, their condition and their society reflectively and rationally, and to improve within the light of such rational thought’. Jones and Bradbury (2018) imply that by looking at it from this point of view, humans can think about and explain their own lives, which in turn translates to, producing social theories, and implement a change in society for the better. 
	Following Modernism, society changed so rapidly that an entire new era was constructed in the late 20th centaury, this was named, postmodernism, which in itself is an approach in sociology. Browne (2015, p. 20) Explores postmodernism, and describes that because society is changing so rapidly, it was being labelled as chaotic, uncertain and risky, that with the changing social structures like families and social classes breaking down and being replaced by an extensive collection of ‘different and constantly changing social relationships.’ Postmodernism is a standalone theory, where Postmodernists argue that it does not make sense to talk about a family construction from the Functionalist perspective of the Nuclear Family, as a mum, dad and two children, as there are now many unconventional social relationships that could still make a family institution. Browne (2015) gives multiple examples of these including, 
‘gay and lesbian couples, cohabiting heterosexual couples who do not marry, multiple partners, divorce and re-marriage, lone parents, stepparents and step-children, duel-income families with both parents working, people living alone, people living in shared households with friends and couples who have different arrangements for managing household tasks: all mean that any notion of the ‘typical family’ or the ‘family as an institution is absurd’. (Browne, 2015, p. 20)
Postmodernists suggest that society and social structures no longer exist and have in turn been replaced by independent individuals who are able to make unique choices about their own lifestyles and identities that break away from the traditional constraints.
	 Identity is a major aspect of social constructionism, Burr (2003, p.106) indicates that having an ‘identity’ is an implicit social concept, Burr explains that when we identify something, such as a plant or an animal, that is us, as humans, giving it an identity. It can be argued that identity cannot be discussed without first introducing Michel Foucault’s discourse Theory. Discourse can be described as communication of thought, through words. Jones and Bradbury (2018, p.133) explain that using discourse is the only human way of knowing about reality, which can also be explained as the only way that we can think or talk at all is by using a discourse in one way or another. Additionally, ‘who we are – what we think, what we know, and what we talk about, which is produced by the various discourses we encounter and use’ It can be perceived that in the language we use discourse integrates with identity, what people think, what people know and how people talk which is created by the discourses in which they are implicated. Burr (1998) describes that the view of language has a direct influence on our thoughts and everyday assumptions about the world and is central to social constructionism, which argues that our understanding of the world and each other is socially constructed through our interactions, the use of our language and how we communicate in particular, the grammar in which we use and the structure of our language. For example, the pronouns that we use to refer to speakers, ‘I’ and ‘you’ make us think of ourselves as individuals, with different experiences and personalities. Words such as these, and also ‘he’ and ‘she’ implement a coherent way of representing the world, and in turn, allocate an individual into a category. Burr (1998) explains that ‘different discourses construct the world in different ways, and offer competing pictures of what people, and thus men and women, are like’. 
	‘Discourses are ways of thinking, knowing and talking, provide us with the only ways in which we can ‘be’ anybody at all. They provide us with our thoughts and our knowledge and, therefore, can be said to direct, or be behind, any actions we choose to take’ (Jones & Bradbury, 2018, p. 133).
These actions make us individual and give us an identity, Browne (2015) describes identity as something that is socially constructed, not something that is given by biology or nature, as an example, being black or white, or male or female, are only categorised as such due to society attaching an importance to these characteristics, and as a result people are defined by these categories. Identity can be influenced by two separate types of socialisation, these are, primary socialisation and secondary socialisation, both of which play apart in the social construct of our individual identity. Primary socialisation refers to the early years of childhood with interaction between the child and their family and their playgroups for example. Browne (2015) explains that within this period of socialisation, children first learn the basic values of society and start to form themselves as individuals, in turn, constructing their individual identity which in most cases stays with the child for the rest of their lives. Secondary socialisation is what takes place beyond the family and close community which has more influence on individuals as they grow older and gain their independence which can be through the educational system or becoming aware and subjected to media influences. All of which suggests that biology has little or no impact on the construct of a person’s reality, and it can be argued that any child regardless of their social class, gender, race or religion can be influenced by the norms, values, morals and ideologies of those around them to influence their individual identity. This can be seen from the nurture side of the ‘nature versus nurture’ debate and by examining theories by psychologists such as John B Watson who supported nurture over nature and claimed that everything is built into a child through the interaction that they have with their environment and immediate relationships. Watson (1996) writes:
‘Give me a dozen healthy infants, well-formed, and my own specified world to bring them up in and I’ll guarantee to take any one at random and train him to become any type of specialist I might select – a doctor, lawyer, artist, merchant-chief, and yes, even a beggar man and thief regardless of his talents, penchants, tendencies, abilities, vocations and race of his ancestors’ (Watson, 1966).
The ‘Nature versus Nurture’ argument is considered a longstanding debate within the social sciences, Mallon (2007) explains that among academics, social constructionism is associated with the so-called ‘science-wars’ which social constructionism is identified with ‘radical anti-realism’ about reality, and in turn the findings of science in particular. 
	Looking closer at the ‘Nature versus Nurture’ debate, Gergen (2015) explores how our own behaviour can be connected to our biology as opposed to our socialisation. Gergen questions, ‘if you fall in love, is this because of biology or cultural tradition?’ or ‘if you want to excel in sport, is this your genes speaking or the way you were raised?’. The biological argument of nature supports individual identity, thus as a human, we do what we do despite the influences of the social construct around us, it is therefore a ‘by-product of the genetic makeup within’ (Gergen, 2015, p. 101). However, the nurture argument supports a more social aspect of a person, which can be shown in the work of Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky who’s hypothesis was centred around the concept that ‘higher mental functions are socially formed and culturally transmitted’ (Vygotsky, 1980, p. 126), which suggests that it is the social construct that dictates who you are and who you become. Vygotsky’s claims are supported by the John/Joan case that was published by Dr. John Money in the 1960’s who claimed that a child’s gender was constructed through nurturing. Bader (2014) explains that the John/Joan case was an experiment that was conducted almost by accident after twin boys, who were two months old were sent for circumcision, however after complications during the surgery, one of the boys was left with his external genitalia being severely damaged. Dr. Money encouraged and ensured the parents that if they were to surgically make their son appear feminine, and with the help of hormones and the nurturing of the parents, they could successfully bring their son up to be a girl. However, years after Dr. Money published his experiment as a success, a man named David Reimer stepped forward and identified himself as the object in the John/Joan case. He revealed that his reality was different to the success that was published and that he was in fact troubled, depressed and suicidal whilst growing up as a girl, and once he learnt about his male identity at fourteen, he resumed the ‘male’ gender. Tragically David committed suicide in his late 30’s due to the trauma of his early childhood. This case only shows the complexity of the argument, and the circular formation in which it has taken and there does not appear to be a right or wrong answer. (Browne, 2015, p. 214) collaborates gender and identity, stating that the first question that is asked by humans when a new baby is born is, ‘is it a boy or a girl?’ and most often the first feature that we notice about a person upon meeting them is their sex. This creates the possibility that by giving children labels when they are born, they are being socially constructed, however, the same social constructions can change, especially during the phase of secondary socialisation. Burr (1998) identifies that gender is both psychological and a social phenomenon by describing the difference between Gender and Sex, a difference which is substantial when considering social constructionism. Sex is a biological term which ‘refers to the particular chromosomes that are carried in the cells of the body’ where as gender is the ‘social significance of sex’, where characteristics and behaviours are collaborated to differentiate between the male and female sex, masculine and feminine. Kohlberg (1966), a cognitive developmental theorist argued that children do not understand the concept of gender. Between the ages of two and five, children start to understand the categories, male and female, and that you can only fit into one category, which cannot normally be changed. Within the contemporary world, Browne (2015) identifies that gender differences are socially constructed by the agencies of socialisation, which steer people towards certain ‘gender stereotypes’ which in turn, encourages people to identify with these stereotypes. Browne explains that a stereotype is a ‘generalised view of the features of a social group, allowing for few individual differences’ this can also be described as the typical ‘norm’ where a man is masculine and a female is feminine, however, girls who do not conform to the ‘norm’ are typically labelled as ‘tomboys’ and boys who do not conform, are typically labelled as ‘wimps’. Connell (1995) identified that within our sexes, we can have a more ‘dominant’ man or woman. He called this ‘hegemonic identity’, to describe the more dominant within the sex. For example, ‘a hegemonic identity is one that is so dominant that it would make it difficult for individuals to allege an alternative identity’ (Browne, 2015). It is argued that feminist sociologists emphasise the processes of socialisation into these hegemonic masculine and feminine identities which can reinforce the male dominance, or patriarchy which would make it very difficult for either men or women to form a new gender identity which is different to the hegemonic stereotypes. 
	 Giddens and Sutton (2017, p.617) approach the idea that the social constructionism of sociological approaches today is contrasted with commonly held biological ideas of sex and sexuality by looking at gender identity and the existence of gender order in society, which is dominated by heterosexuality and heterosexual norms. This can be seen by the traditional views of gender socialisation, where by children learn the roles of their particular sex from a young age, Giddens and Sutton (2017 p. 619) explain that children are ‘guided by positive and negative sanctions, socially applied forces which reward or restrain behaviour’. As an example, a young boy could be positively sanctioned by the phrase ‘what a brave boy you are’ or negatively sanctioned by the phrase ‘boys don’t play with dolls’. These positive and negative sanctions reinforce the construction of their socially expected roles. However, when looking at gender identity in the contemporary world, the government launched a nationwide LGBT (lesbian, gay, bi-sexual and transgender) survey in July 2017 because research and evidence suggested that LGBT people continued to be discriminated against. The survey was open to anyone aged sixteen or above, living in the UK and who identified as LGBT. Gov.uk (2019) explains that the acronym ‘LGBT’ was used as an umbrella term: respondents of the survey could be from any minority sexual orientation or gender identity. The survey was conducted online, with a total of 108,100 valid responses, and in terms of gender identity, the results showed that 13% identified as transgender, 6.9% identified as non-binary (neither exclusively man or woman), 3.5% were trans women and 2.9% were trans men. This gives a clear indication that in the contemporary world, humans are not being constricted to conform to the norm. Giddens and Sutton (2017, p.617) explore that within developed countries, certain aspects of people’s sexual lives have changed profoundly since the 1960’s, where the previous view was that sexuality was tied to the process of reproduction, as today it is clear that sexuality and reproduction no longer have to be linked. ‘Gender and sexuality are dimensions of life for each individual to explore and shape’ and today there is a growing acceptance of diverse forms of sexuality and gender. Even though our sex is determined by our biology, an individual can socially construct themselves to be who they want, need and aspire to be. 
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