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Culture & Psychology 6(3)

generative theory—an invitation to step out of the realities we have
created, taking stock of who is speaking, who is silenced, and what the
repercussions are for different traditions of argumentation. In this
spirit, Gergen reveals quite nicely the rhetoric that sustains various
practices, squaring himself markedly against the tacit imperialism that
not only sustains traditional empirical research and scientific inquiry,
but that also marginalizes competing paradigms (Chapters 2-4). In the
later chapters of the book (6-7), Gergen sets about the task of taking
seriously the constructionist dictum that ‘words are themselves a form
of social practice’ (p. 142) by illustrating the hermeneutic notion of
meaning as an ‘emergent property of coordinated action’ (p. 145). His
move is towards what he calls transformative dialogue—a kind of self-
reflexivity aimed at polyvocality within institution and therapeutic
locales. As such, his emphasis for this book emerges more clearly.
Gergen is concerned chiefly with the consequences of social construc-
tionism as a practice, as a way of reflecting critically on the limitations
and potentials of different forms of life.

This brings us to the focus of this review, namely the consequences
of social constructionism as a metatheoretical orientation for practice.
The promise that Gergen paints goes something like this: armed with
the anti-foundationalist creed that all talk is perspectival/con-
ventional/relational, the benefactor of Gergen’s transformative dia-
logue should now have the opportunity to escape the limitations of
foundationalist imperialism through a kind of ‘doublethink’—because
s/he now knows that ‘everything that is meaningful stems from
relationships’, s/he is now able to critically resist and reflect on the
vicissituduous nature of our relationships. Dialogues can then expand,
fostering talk of change, contextual sensitivity and relational selves.
Thus, a rehabilitation by social constructionism of the importance of
culture, history, politics and convention, as opposed to the hegemony
of science, logic, brute fact, or objectivity. This ‘anti-foundational
theory hope’, as Fish (1989) calls it, evokes two questions for the idea
of practice. Paralleling Fish’s sentiment,! we may first ask: does social
constructionism as a metatheoretical orientation provide us with the
directions for achieving the epistemological state it describes? Second,
is it such that if we heed Gergen's lesson of social constructionism, the
lesson that “all that is meaningful stems from relationships’, we will
thereby become more self-consciously relational and thereby inhabit
our relational nature in a more effective way? My answer to both ques-
tions, as it is Fish’s answer as well, is no.

This ‘dismal” pronouncement, far from being a posture set against
social constructionism, is one that ironically directly follows from its
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relationships. . . . If these suppressed voices can be located and brought forth
within the conversation of differences, we move toward transformation.

(p. 162)

Although we might find such a liberal attitude to be commendatory, it
does not take its warrant from social constructionism. Although
Gergen is careful to offer the humble detraction that social construc-
tionist thought does not attempt to rise above that which it surveys,
he still enters into another, more subtly disturbing area of difficulty.

What Gergen must take seriously is the very thing that sustains the
social constructionist movement’s novelty—that is, the inescapability
of being situated in some relational matrix. And if situatedness is really
inescapable, then, as Fish (1989) says,

...students could not possibly identify in nonevaluative ways their own
beliefs, because as situated beings some set of beliefs of which they could
not be aware would be enabling any identification they might make; and,
therefore, the act of identification would from the very first be ‘evaluative’
through and through. (p. 350)

Yet, it is exactly this kind of conviction, the seemingly specious con-
viction taught to us by constructionists that we can develop a critical
posture on our knowledge claims, that allows for change in practice to
occur, whether it is criticizing empirical methodology, developing
empathy in therapy for a spouse, or acquiescing political strife. As
Gergen notes, ‘constructionist scholars have become increasingly inter-
ested in the emancipatory potential of discourse analysis, that is,
inquiry which causes us to reflect critically and creatively on our own
forms of life” (p. 80).

This is the bread and butter of constructionist theory for practice.
Yet, reform within practice cannot be justified, nor can it take its
warrant from the insights of social constructionist theory, and to be
persuaded otherwise through arguments that criticize traditional
empiricism or that punt to the hermeneutic emphasis on situated-
ness/interpretation of all knowledge is to run the risk of lapsing back
into foundationalism, or of becoming a new kind of foundationalism.
We must remember that any epistemological breakthrough that occurs
through constructionist efforts is always within a forestructure of
understanding, forestructures that can never be the object of our self-
conscious theorizing. Thus, the conviction that ‘all that is meaningful
stems from relationships’ has no particular cash value for the situation
you happen to be in, for as Fish (1989) stresses, ‘the constraints of that
situation will not be relaxed by that knowledge’ (p. 351). Construc-
tionism may be a new, more liberal and progressive philosophical
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time treat those discourse structures as objects that can be character-
ized.

Taken seriously, the lesson of social constructionism—the lesson that
all knowledge is relational and that we are always within relation-
ships—entails that social constructionism is at a loss for providing us
with a way of ‘doing’ the knowledge we already have. It is not and
cannot be a recipe for practice. Knowing that our knowledge claims
are inherently relational cannot put us more in possession of them
within practice, nor can it deprive us from them. The attempt to trans-
form the rhetoric of social constructionism into a way of emancipating
practice is to exempt it from its own position. This way, construction-
ism cannot have the consequences for which Gergen hopes, the con-
sequences of loosening the grip of traditional empirical imperialism so
that we may more flexibly pursue generative theory, self-reflexivity
and other forms of liberal, transformative conversation. Those who
read the rhetoric of social constructionism must be careful not to make
the mistake of thinking that social constructionism, through its demon-
stration of the relationality of knowledge, can now tell us how to go
about our daily practices. It cannot help us to adjudicate between com-
peting beliefs. Said differently, a social constructionist cannot reject
something simply because that something is always already a part of
context as opposed to being independent of it.

Nowhere is this tension more obvious than in the tension between
the use of a realist theory or social constructionist theory, and I should
take a minute to show this. For the traditional realist there is a real
world independent of our representations of it (an ontological claim).
For the constructionist, there may or may not be a real world inde-
pendent of our observations of it (ontologically mute), but whatever
knowledge we do claim will always be relational /situated knowledge
(a moot point—i.e. one that tells us nothing that was not already the
case). And, as stated earlier, they are not incommensurate positions.
Yet, I would like to add, each has no bearing at the level of practice.
Neither are epistemological positions that one could self-consciously
put into action. Neither the belief that there is something beyond our
present situated knowledge discoveries nor the trumpeting proclama-
tion that “all knowledge is relational’ will put us in any better position
to make decisions when it comes to everyday practice.

For the realist, while acting in the moment of practice, the belief that
there really is an independent, invariant structure to this or that con-
vention will not render transparent that convention, nor will it help the
realist in choosing among various alternatives. And for the construc-
tionist, the belief that their knowledge claims are the product of
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For instance, I may be convinced of the relational nature of all knowl-
edge claims, but that conviction will be of no consequence for the
generation of new practical knowledge when I set out to answer an
empirical question. This is because one’s theoretical convictions form
the enabling conditions of one’s practice rather than serving as the
object of some metacritical examination. This may fly in the face of so
many born-again constructionists, who would swear that they changed
their practices after capitulating to constructionism’s theoretical
position. What this insight forgets, as Fish (1989) notes, is that while
the converted may guarry from the constructionists’ new list of vocabu-
lary and modes of argumentation, this is not to say that they have now
become a practitioner of the position itself. If we say anything at all
about the consequences of being a social constructionist, it is less that
constructionism guides practice, than that constructionism is a kind of
practice—the kind that is like a ‘slogan’. As a slogan, its insights can
be published, venerated, reviled, turned into conference themes, and
made the topic of journals. In short, its consequences for practice just
are the sound and fury of its rallying cry.

This may not be so bad. In fact, we may ask, what else is there? As
a ‘slogan’, or, more euphemistically, as a practice itself, construction-
ism may continue to imposter a kind of theory which can direct and
influence practice. And moreover, nothing will negate the effects it will
have as a form of persuasion. Social constructionism can continue to
do what all discursive practices do: attempt to persuade us that its
insights can and will pave the path for a more progressive, liberal and
tolerant political and intellectual life. This supposed intellectual tour
de force will always, as it were, be effective in the way that slogans
are—as acts of rhetorical inducement. And, to its defense, this type of
practice may be a form of life that one may not be able to refuse.

Whatever conclusions we come to regarding what social construc-
tionism is or is not, it remains one of the most intellectually poised and
effective movements in circulation today, regardless of my remon-
strations of its sterility when it comes to dictating practice. I have spent
so much time on this topic only because the main justification and
attraction for social construction these days seems to be with its
emancipatory potential for practices, particularly those marginalized
through traditional forms of inquiry. Gergen’s newest book, An Invita-
tion to Social Construction, is no exception. It should be noted, however,
that as far as Gergen’s discussion of the problems inherent in tra-
ditional empirical assumptions and methodology go, as well as with
the impact of postempiricist, hermeneutic and postmodern thought,
Gergen offers some of the most seething and incisive critiques within
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current psychological literature. Alt
a late hour, it is worth noting, for it
some time now. However, the centr
much table pounding in this review
social constructionism as either a the
(the list could go on) and its subseq
practice. It is to this end that I feel
increasingly take seriously its owr
doing, address its own utility mor
space for just such an inquiry, and ¢
flag waving for critical reflection o1
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Note

1. As it will become obvious, much of w
collection of essays concerned with
foundationalism.
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