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Abstract 

This thesis traces the development of Kenneth Gergen's social constmctionist metatheory 

and discussw its relevance for psychology and more broadly the social sciences. Chapter 

one describes Gergen's participation in the "crisis in social psychology" drawing 

attention to the role that his 1973 paper "Social Psychology as Historyn played in this 

debate. Following on arguments presented throughout the 1970's. Gergen answers in the 

1980's with a proposed Social Constnictionist metatheory. Chapter two describes the 

important influences in the development of this metatheory with phcular attention to 

the hermeneutic interpretive movement and the writings of the ordïnary language 

philosophers. Chapter three is a discussion of Gergen's theoreticai corrolary to socid 

constnictionism-relational theory. The implications of relational theory for 

understanding persons and political action is discussed. The thesis concludes with a 

cntical discussion of Gergen's social constructionism and relational theory. 
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Introduction 

Ont detccts a subtle but pervasivc scia change occurring in psychology, Slowly but secureIy we 
are malàng our way into a new intcLIcctual space. It is a domain charartctized by a pmwc of 
seif rctltction, acute coaccm with tbe f o m  of inttlligibility generad and sustaincd by 
psycholo&al inquiry. It is a shift in sensibility much to be welcorned For in many quarters of 
psychology refIection on the nanire of thcbry was approaching extinction. Where theoretical 
debates and allegiances oncc excited passionatt dcbatc. such diffennces gradually b m e  
maters of indiffennœ (save in rnatters of acadernic politics). Courses on thtoreticai systems 
v i d l y  vanished from tht psychology curriculum. and courses on tbt history of psychology 
wcrc frequcntly nduced to bland reportage of the pas-ncctssary lest early blunders be 
npeaced In striking conaasf investments in methods of rescarch became ever more intense. Not 
the quality of an idea, but its evidential -t kcame focal. And while mcthodological 
sophistication was advanccd manyfold capricitics for concepaial appraisal withercd with disuse. 
The field slowly r e p b d  the inteiiectual with the uchnicai- (Gergen. 1991b. pp. 13-14) 

1 began this project approximately k e  years ago when, in a h t  year social 

psychology graduate course, 1 was introduced to Kenneth Gergen's papen "Social 

psychology as history" (1973), and "The social constructionist movement in modem 

psychology" (1985). Gergen's critique of psychology, and more broadly the social 

sciences, resonated with my growing sense that much psychological research was 

irrelevant to our undentanding of persons as they live their lives. While the generai topic 

of "psychology" had initially prornised to provide for an interesting and compeIling 

course of study, the increasing emphasis on methodology and research design (as one 

moves from undergraduate to graduate studies) proved to be overly specialized, technical, 

and disnirbingly unpsychological. As one moves from the " m l "  world, where we 

initially confront psychological issues (in Our relations with others. or our struggles with 

personal identity), and into the scientifc laboratory, the capacity to ask questions of 

breadth and depth is quickiy lost. This becomes especially fmstrating when we, as 

students, are repeatedly instructed (by both our educators and surrounding social 

institutions) that "tnie" psychological knowledge must be grounded in empiricd fact--that 

is, discovered in a controlled settîng. The desire to draw Our understanding of psychology 

h m  a wide range of sources-philosophicai, historicai, literary, and the culture more 

broadly-is curtailed by the caIl to rigor. We are taught to abandon our interests in the 
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sometimes vague. ambiguous, and troubiing phenomenon of everyday life. for the 

security of a tradition bounded by d e s  which decide not only appropriate investigative 

procedures, but more devastatingly, the appropriate subject mtter  of study (as is 

becoming more clear, this means neurochemistry and cognition). and the appropriate 

conception that we are to have of human beings. 

It is refreshing, then. to find a perspective (and as 1 came to l e m  in writing this 

paper, oniy one perspective among a growing field of related others) which demonsuaies 

the contingency of psychology's long-held commitment to what were originally designed 

as natunl scientific methods. This is a position which argues that the epistemological 

supremacy traditiondly granted the experimental method (and ail related pnctices) does 

not derive from an inherent, almost god-given superionty. but rather from the position 

that it occupies within an historical tradition-a tradition which values neutrality in 

scholarship. the control and prediction of human behavior, and mechanistic. atornistic 

accounts of human being. But then. with great excitement, it is realized that as a tradition. 

a convention, or a move within a space of social activity, traditionai models of 

psychological investigation c m  be. if not abandoned. at teast held up for unceasing 

scrutiny. If traditional psychological inquiry has provided us with an uncompelling body 

of theory, then we rnight begin to ask: "Why is this so?" and, "Are there alternative forms 

of inquiry-aiternative traditions that we, in Our development of psychological theory, 

rnight draw from?" 

In this thesis 1 explore these very general questions by tracing the development of 

Kenneth Gergen's social constructionism; from "Social Psychology as History" (1973) in 

which he f k t  criticized the seeming irrelevance of social psy chological research, through 

a growing number of publications in the 1980's and 1990's [including two books- 

Toward Transformation in Social K n o w l e d ~  (1982). The Saturated Self: Dilemmas of 
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Identitv in Contemporary Life (1991)] and, more or les, concluding with Gergen's most 

. * 
recent book, and most elaborate account of the social constnictionist position. Realiues 

d Relationshi~s: Soundings in Social CorJ$ruction (1994). 

9 P r  

The present thesis is conceived as both an historical and a theoretical project. in the 

narrowest sense, it is historical in that it tells the story of the emergence of a particular 

metatheoretical position designed to challenge the hegemony of the traditional positivist- 

empiricist metatheories. It is not only the story of a shift in academic thought. but also the 

story of a shift occuming in contemporary culture--km modemist intelligibilities to 

postmodemist intelligibilities. If Gergen's social constnictionism strives to revivify the 

role that theory plays in the social sciences, then it also strives to open up a space for a 

cultural dialogue. In effect social constructionism, as Gergen views it. takes the social 

sciences h m  the acadernic "towern into the streets, where dl members of a society can 

participate in the construction of social and psychological knowledge (199 la, p. ix). 

Something must be said about what it means to wnte a theoretical paper. 

Traditionally psychologists have taken theory to be a sort of gathering together of 

empiricai fmdings-an aspect of science which is secondary to. and dependent upon, the 

more important task of data collection. uideed, psychologists have tnditionally been 

hesitant to engage in theory construction because. it is argued, the science hm not yet 

collected enough data out of which such theories could be constructed. Theory. then, 

waits on data, 

But when, for example. contributors to the recently established journal Theory and 

Psychology speak about theory. they often do not place it in such peripheral perspective. 

Rather, theory takes on a metatheoreticai role in which the foundations, assumptions, and 

practices of psyc hology are criticall y addressed. Theory becomes the re flec tive tool 
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which a- to undennine the taken for granted-the conventional. But theory is also more 

than this. It does not merely stand above the discipline instilling ferment and debate. but 

in its articulation. theory has the capacity to transform the way that we understand 

ourselves and the lives that we lead. Where theory and metatheory might once have k e n  

considered an exercise in abstraction-wcessary to explanation and providing direction 

for the discipline, but of no immediate consequence- it now becomes a practical activity. 

If, as many postmodern perspectives hold, language is the medium in which we constitute 

redity, then theory serves to shape and reshape our activities and relations to others. As 

such. theory does not stand second to data collection, but rather stands as the body of 

discourse out of which we Live. Data collection is not the basis for understanding and 

explanation, but rather it is a movement within a theoretically constituted space of human 

activity. 

Kenneth Gergen's Social Constructionism 

In the last thirty years. perhaps initiated by Bergen and Luckman's (1966) sernind 

volume The Social Construction of Reality. there has been a proliferation of social 

constructionist metatheories, theories, and rnethods. Though differing in their 

assumptions and aims. many critics of traditional social science research would agree that 

there are no objective, value-neutral, foundations for knowledge. That is, social scientists 

do not. as it were, "arrive on the scene" to observe a presmctured, independentiy 

meaningful reality. Rather, what we take to be psychologicd, sociologiul. or political 

facts are constructions negotiated within communities of Imguage users. In our 

conversations with each other we construct a meaningfd reality in which we live with 

one another. 

It is not enough to say, then. that Kenneth Gergen is a social constructionist. As is 

evidenced by ongoing conversations in acadernic circles, and specifically theoretical 
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psychology circles (e.g., see Theorv and Psychology, Recent Trends in Theoreticd 

Psvchologv (Vols. 1, II, and III), 9 there is much 

debate as to what it means to take a social constructionist stance. Some would argue that 

a social constructionist position inevitably, and thankfidiy, leads to the dissolution of 

theory construction (Shotter, 1996), others would suppiement a constructionist position 

with a Marxist argument (Parker & Shotter, 1990), and yet othee would take the 

implications of social constructionism to be that we are in a position to construct any 

form of reality that we choose, moving psychology into what sometimes seem to be the 

domain of fiction, or even science fiction (Stainton Rogers & Stainton Rogers, 1997). 

Something then mut be said of Gergen's position within this vast field of constructionist 

discourse. 

While the present review begins with Gergen's (1973) critique of social psychology, 

his professional career extends back at least as far as 196 1. Initially trained as an 

experimental social psychologist, Gergen researched such social psychology topics as 

interpersonal perception (1 96 1 ), and self presentation (1 965,1967, 1969). However, even 

in these early years, and consistent with the focus of the Iater social constmctionism, 

Gergen moved outside of the ~search laboratory to address questions of greater social 

interest. This is refiected both in the subjects that he was willing to address: international 

relations (1974. LWI, IWO), race relations (1967), and gender relations (1974), as well as 

in the fact that he would not only publish in professional journals. but also popular 

magazines: Trends Magazine (1970)- Psvchology Todav (1974, 1972). Even before 

Gergen was explicitly criticai of the ivory tower rnentality which characterized the 

discipline, he sought to extend his research findings "beyond the data," to phenomena 

which codd not be controlled in the laboratory, and to further cornmunicate his ideas to 

people other than fellow professionais. In one sense, then, Gergen's critique of social 
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psychology, and the subsequent articulation of a social constructionist position, can be 

read as an effort to clear a space for a renewed form of social and psychological inquiry, 

to develop a set of theoretical tools which could be used to understand and address issues 

with which Gergen had long k e n  concerned. In its ernphasis on experimental rigor, and 

its unwillingness to address issues that were socially and politicdy charged. traditional 

social psychology had proven inadequate to these goals. 

My review of Gergen's position is developed across four chapters. h the h t  chapter 

1 focus on the period between 1973 (when Gergen published "Social Psychology as 

History") to 1980 when, with Ji11 Morawski, Gergen proposed a "socio-rationalist" 

rnetatheory to challenge the prevailing positivistempincist metatheory (1980, p. 344). 

Under the buiner of socio-rationalism, Gergen and Morawski chdlenge the view that 

social psychological knowledge is grounded in ernpincal fact, and argue that our 

accounts of social Iife are value Iaden social constructions. Here I aiso introduce 

Gergen's concept of "generative theory," in which he proposes to replace the traditional 

ideal of theoretical accuracy (ail theories must be grounded in experimental evidence) 

with an ideal of generativity, in which theory serves the dual role of undermining 

convention and providing refreshing theoretical alternatives (1978, p. 1344). 

In chapter two, 1 describe what 1 take to be the central assumptions of the socid 

constructionist position. Here I note the importance of the transition from a socio- 

rationalist metatheory to a social constructionist rnetatheory, arguing that the shift implies 

a move b m  a dualistic conception of human being (wherein we are conceived as 

subjects who engage an independent and objective reality) to the view that ail forms of 

know ledge (including this dualisrn) are social constructions with no prior ontological 

ment. 1 also draw attention to the important role that Gergen's conception of Ianguage 

plays in the development of his social constmctionism. At k t ,  Gergen draws on an 
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hermeneutic-interpretive mode1 of language and social science, but later rejects this for a 

pragrnatic conception of language (grounded in the ordinary language philosophies of 

Wittgenstein and Austin). This moves social constnictionism to a critique of the 

individualism which has occupied much of psychology's history. and then to a focus on 

the patterns of relationship in which our knowledge is embedded. The discussion of the 

pragmatic conception of language paves the way for a renewed conception of the role that 

theory is to play in the social sciences. 

In chapter three, 1 review Gergen's (199 1) book The Saturated Self. in which he 

proposes a relational conception of self to challenge the traditional individudistic 

conceptions of self. On Gergen's view. in the postmodem era, the self is dissolved in the 

irnmediacy of relationship, thereby losing its traditional sense of coherence and integrity. 

Chapter three concludes with a review of four assumptions which 1 think are centrd to 

Gergen's proposal for a social constnictionist metatheory and its corollaiy relation al 

theory. The four points serve as the departure point for the critique that 1 offer in chapter 

four. 

Where the fmt three chapters serve as a relatively straightfonvard exposition of 

Gergen's position, in chapter four 1 step back and consider cntical challenges to social 

constnictionism and relational theory. ConMnced that Gergen has proven the weaknesses 

of the traditional social science perspective 1 do not consider critiques offered from 

within the rnainstream. Rather, 1 turn to ongoing discussions within theoreticai 

psychology. 



Chapter One: From Positivistempiricism to Socio-rationalisrn 

.A is quite possible with the emecgencc of a new paradigm Lbat the forrhcoming decade will 
wimcs a Icvcl of unparalleleci uitelltctual stimulation within social psychology. With a 
fundamental alteration in the punding rationale for the discipiine. wc may anticipate a 
revolution in thcol~ticai aEtivity, oew forms of social investigation, fricsh pmposals conceming 
what it is "to p&aW social psychology. innovative fonns of advanced training, and a 
rejuvcnatcd sense of rhe âiscipliae's sipiticance. (Gcrgen & Morawski. 1980. pp. 345-346) 

ln contrast to the constructive chapters to follow, the present chapter is an attempt to 

trace Gergen's ndeconstmction" of expenmentd social psychology. That is. the critiques 

offered here are not merely designed to reorient traditional research practices, but to 

undennine the assumptions upon which these practices have k e n  built. Social 

psychology has failed to discover Iaws of social behavior, and to produce usehl 

technologies, not because it is a young science, or because its method is unrefined, but 

because it labors under a distorthg mode1 of social science. The present chapter then is a 

necessary step in faciiitating the move toward social constnictionism. It challenges the 

foundations upon which contemponry social psychology is built, therein clearing space 

for the articulation of a renewed form of social inquiry. 

The review covers a period of approximately seven years, with specific  fere en ce to 

five published papers organized here to reflect a critique which develops its strength in 

three steps. The £kt two papers question specific assumptions of extant social 

psychological practices. In "Social Psychology as History" (SPH) Gergen (1973) argues 

that social psychology cannot discover timeless laws of behavior like those in the nanird 

sciences. and must recognize that its theones are histoncally bounded. SPH is of 

particular significance because of the influence that it had on the "crisis in social 

psychologyn--a period of self reflective appraisal in the 1970's descnbed by Manis 

(1976) in the following quotation. 

Some have been disappointed by a recognition that despite the hard work of the past 
decades, we have not produced much in the way of practical knowledge to help in the 
solution of pressing social problems. Other critics have been concemed that our field 
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may indeed have pcactical implications, but that they are most likely to be realized by 
people in positions of power, who may use research ("pure" or otherwise) to stabilize 
and enhance their personal well king at the expense of the less powe M.... the ethics 
and intellectuai content of the "hin and games" approach to research, in which 
elaborate deceptions rnay be mounted in the interest of "scientific pmgress." have 
been widely criticized (Cm a serious intellectual enterprise be securely anchored in a 
methodology that leans heavily on dramatic lies. told to coilege sophomores?) Other 
critics have womed about the disparagement of theory, the notion that "ideas are 
cheap," and the continued dominance of laboratory experimentation. (p. 371) 

As a participant in the "crisis debatew Gergen's paper inspired an 88 page. 12 author 

symposium published in the Personality and Social Psvcholo~ Bulletin with the aim to 

"clariQ what it is that social psychology can reasonably aspire to accomplish" (Manis. 

1976. p.372). Furiher, the paper earned recognition as a social science citation classic. 

and might also be discerned as the point at which Gergen dedicated his writings to 

developing a renewed form of social psychological inquiry. Continuing the emphasis on 

the historieai embeddedness of social psychological research. 1 next review 

"Experimentation in Social Psychology: A Reappraisal" (ESP) where Gergen (1978a) 

challenges the hegemony of expenmentai methods, opting for a demomtized social 

psychology in which various forms of inquiry are encouraged. 

The second move in this critique develops in "The Positivist Image in Social 

Psychological Theory" where Gergen (1979) steps back from specific critiques of social 

psychology to describe the positivist-empiricist metatheoretical framework in which the 

discipline is grounded. The assumption of ahistoricity, and the reliance on 

experimentation exert their influence not because they are ontologically superior to 

alternative approaches. but because they are tied to philosophical positions long 

entrenched in Western culture. This metatheoretical critique adds strength to Gergen's 

position by showing that traditional research practices are historical artifacts best 

abandoned by psychologists. 
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In the third step of this critique, 1 describe Gergen's efforts to develop an alternative 

metatheory for social psychology. The metatheory is foreshadowed in "Toward 

Generative Theoryn where Gergen (1978b) suggests that psychologists tuni to developing 

theories which undermine cornmonsense assumptions about human behavior; emphasis is 

placed on theory building as opposed to data collection. In the final paper considered here 

" An Alternative Metatheory for Social Psychology" Gergen and Morawski (1980) 

outline a metatheoreticai alternative to positivistempiricist metatheories. Drawing from 

four movements which challenge empiricist philosophies of knowledge. they propose a 

"socio-rationalism" in which. congruent with the goal of generative theory. premium is 

placed on the knowledge generating capacity of the social scientific community (p.343) . 

There are a number of rerisons that 1 have set aside these five pubücations for review 

in a single chapter. As already mentioned. the tone of these y e m  is predominantly 

deconstructive rather than constxuctive. Gergen reveals the "taken-for-granted" in social 

psychological research thereby clearing space for an historically aware social 

psychology. A second theme which dominates this period is the historicity of social 

psychology. Social psychology. the experirnentai method. and positivist-empiriàst 

metatheories are criticized because they are insufficiently reflective of the degree to 

which their practices are wedded to historical circumstance. It is significant then that in 

the 1980's the historicd argument is overshadowed by a Linguistic argument. Gergen 

retains the view that we are historical beings, but the nature of that history is negotiated. 

and renegotiated. in language. This emphasis on language takes social constructionism in 

the direction of the ordinary language philosophies of Wittgenstein and Austin. Third, the 

period which I have chosen to sumrnarize in this chapter is unique because Gergen's 

critique is focused on social psychology. This changes in the 1980's when he extends the 

argument to include developmental psychology (Gergen, 1982). cognitive psychology 
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(Gergen, 1984). and more broadly the social sciences (Gergen, 1985). Socio-donalism, 

the alternative metatheory for social psychology becomes social constructionism, the 

alternative metatheory for the social sciences. 

Social Psycholney as History 

.-.the continued attempt to build gentrd laws of social behavior seems rnisdirecced and the 
associated belief that knowledge of sochi interaction can bc accumulated in a manner similar to 
ihe nanual sciences apptars unjustif~ed In essence. the study of social psychology is primarily 
an historicai undertaking. We are essentiaily engaged in a systematic account of contemporary 
flairs. We utilizt scienufic methodoIogy. but the redts are not scientific principles in the 
traditional s e a .  In the future. historians may look back to such accounts to afhieve a bettcr 
understanding of We in tbe present erê However. the psychoIogisrs of the future arc Lilrcly to 
fmd littic of value in contempocary howledgc- (Gergcn, 1973. pp. 316-3 17) 

Gergen's ( 1973) argument in SPH rests on the prernise that socid psychologists have 

tmditionally rnisconceived of their subject matter. Caught up in the hopes for a unified 

science, early social psychologists tailored their research efforts after the goals of the 

positivist philosophers of the Vienna cùcle. Successes in the naturai sciences had led 

these early twentieth century philosophers of science to assume that ail behavior, both 

natural and social, could be understood according to more basic principles, perhaps 

invisible to the naked eye, but nevertheless cornmon to al1 of reality . Social psychology 

was collapsed under the larger category of natural science, and the aim was to discover 

the timeless laws which govemed social interaction. 

Social psychologists had yet another motive for embracing the vision of science 

endorsed by the positivist philosophers. Employing the experimental method advocated 

by the positivists. naturd scientists had met with great success first in discovenng 

immutable laws of behavior, and second in applying these laws to control and predict 

behavior in the natural world. These successes were most visible in the creation of 

technologies of widespread use. The medical sciences brought disease under control, and 

the physical sciences proved their worth through the production of, among others, travel 

and commwiications technologies. Drawing their inspiration from these successes, social 
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psychologists hoped that they could discover immutable laws of social interaction which 

would result in the ability to control and predict hurnan behavior, and consequently 

eliminate social ills-for example, gender and race discrimination. 

The lament of the "crisis" debate centered around the dizat ion thaî despite decades 

of research social psychologists had been unable to realize these goals. Social 

psychologists had been unable to provide any explmations like those provided in the 

na& sciences and, as a result, had no diable technologies to show for their efforts. 

While some claimed that this failure presented itself only because the social sciences 

were very young in cornparison to the naniral sciences (Schlenker, 1974). Gergen traces 

this failure to a more fundamentai difference between the natural and the social sciences. 

The attempt to collapse the social sciences into the narural sciences disregards the fact 

that, unlike in the natural sciences, social behavior is always wedded to the historical 

situation in which it is embedded. It is because the subject matter of the naniral sciences 

are unaffected by the passage of human history that stable and enduring laws can be 

discemed. In contrast the subject rnatter of the social sciences--human behavior-changes 

across history thereby undermining attempts to discover timeless laws. 

The argument has bearing first on the way that social psychologists conceive of the 

aims of their science. If patterns of human behavior change across history then it seerns 

unlikely that timeless laws of social behavior could ever be discovered. What in one 

instance is described as a law. is years later seen to be an histoncal artifact--a descriptor 

of behavior dunng a particular historical period. Subsequently, the prediction and control 

of human interaction becomes problernatic. The "lawsn described in one historical period 

fûU away with the passage of time, and the scientific ideal of universai law is 

undermined. Perhaps more significant is the implication that the argument has for the role 

that social psychology plays within a society. Gergen conceives of the subject matter of 



social psychology as historical precisely because the relationship between social 

scientists and their subject matter is different h m  the relationship between natural 

scientists and their subject matter. Where natural scientists stand apart h m  their subject 

matter. social scientists are in a position to influence the behavior of theV subject matter. 

It is to this relationship between social science and society that Gergen addresses the bulk 

of SPH. 

TraditionaHy, the relationship between science and society is conceived as unilaterai. 

in social psychology, aided by the experimental method, scientists observe social 

interactions in a controlied and presumably neutrd environment thereby developing 

scientific theones. The participants in this research have no input into the questions posed 

by scientists, or the theories which grow out of the research. When research findings are 

communicated to the public it is for the purpose of controlling and predicting behavior. In 

these cases scientific knowledge will be passed ont0 government administrators, 

educational institutions. or individuais, the aim king to improve the well-king of a 

society. Schlenker (1974). an advocate of scientific social psychology, e t e s :  

One of the practical benefits of any type of scientific inquiry is the gathering of 
information about the world which will help us to perceive alternatives accurately and 
behave in a personally and socidly rewarding fashion. (p. 12) 

But on the traditional view. if social psychological research is often conducted in order to 

improve a society, the research certainly does not depend upon the society. M i l e  the 

research may be altruisticdly motivated these motivations themselves do not shape the 

development of theory. In fact. they are better left aside so as to ensure that theory is not 

prejudiced or biased. Gergen argues the opposite, suggesting that social psychological 

research is unavoidably wedded to the society in which it pnctices. The dissemination of 

knowledge is not optionai but rather constitutes the discipline in a "feedback Ioop" 

between science and society (1973. p.3 10). 
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From one perspective of the feedback loop scientific theory influences social 

behavior. Whiie it is traditionally held that scientific theory is value fiee, Gergen argues 

that social scientists have value comfnitments which are inevitably reflected in theory. He 

As scientists of human interaction, we are engaged in a peculiar duality. On the one 
hand, we value dispassionate compoment in scientific rnatters. We are well aware of 
the biasing effects of strong value commitments. On the other hand, as socialized 
human beings, we harbor numerous values about social relations. It is the rare social 
psychologist whose values do not influence the subject of his research, his methods of 
observation, or the terms of description. In generating knowledge about social 
interaction, we also comrnunicate our personal values. The recipient of knowledge is 
thus provided with dual messages: Messages that dispassionately describe what 
appears to be, and those which subtiy prescribe what is desirable. (1973, p. 3 1 1) 

Gergen continues: 

Herein lies a fundamentai difference between the naturai and the social sciences. In 
the former, the scientist cannot typically comrnunicate his knowledge to the subjects 
of his study such that their behaviorai dispositions are modified. In the social sciences 
such communication can have a vital impact on behavior. (p. 3 13) 

Social psychologists have long been aware of the fact that research participants, picking 

up on subtie cues communicated by the researcher, may lead these participants to tailor 

their behavior to either confirm or disconfïrm researcher expectations. But the facct that 

people are capable of altering their behavior upon reflection has traditionally k e n  taken 

as a nuisance which interferes with the more important scientific goal of discovering 

immutable laws of behavior. To counter these nuisances, sophisticated research methods 

have ben  developed so as to ensure that research participants remain naive about 

research goals. In contrast, Gergen takes this observation seriously, arguing that social 

psychology can never lay claim to universal law because people, when enlightened about 

psychological theory, can alter their behaviors. This becomes especially important when 

research findings are communicated to the society as a whole. When sensitized to factors 

which influence their behavior people may actively seek to change their responses to 
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these factors. Gergen (1973) provides an example: 

Most general models of social interaction also contain implicit value judgments. For 
example, treatises on conformity often treat the conformer as a second-class citizen, a 
social sheep who forgoes personal conviction to a free with the emneous opinions of 
others. Thus, models of social conformity sensitize one to factors that rnight lead him 
into socially deplorable actions. In effect, knowledge insulates against the friture 
efficacy of these same factors. (p. 3 1 1) 

The point is emphasized when Gergen argues that in Western cultures great value is 

placed on freedom and individuality. This provides an additional motive for recipients of 

psychological knowledge to change their behaviors so as to "invalidate theones that 

ensnare u s  in their iinpersonal way" (p. 3 14). In part then, it is because social 

psychological theory is prescxiptive, and people are motivated to change their behaviors 

given psychological knowledge. that clairns to universal laws of behavior are 

Where from one perspective Gergen argues that social behavior is influenced by 

social science theory. h m  a second perspective he argues that social psychological 

theory is shaped by the historical period in which it is produced. That is, the behaviors of 

interest to social scientists. and the explanations givea of those behaviors rn influenced 

by concems unique to a particular historicai period. The historian of psychology Kurt 

Danziger (1990) reaches the same conclusion when he argues that the production of 

psychological knowledge is determined by the concems of the society in which the 

science is practiced. For example, in the United States psychologists met with the most 

success by producing knowledge which could be of use in the administration of everyday 

life--academic testing, military recruitrnent, and engineering. Placing the argument in 

social psychologiml context Gergen suggests that the phenomenon of interest to social 

psychologists, and the factors deemed relevant to explaining these phenomenon, change 

as the interests of a particular society change. Gergen illustrates: 



Social psychologists have been much concerned, for example, with isolating 
predictors of political activism during the past decade .... However, as one scans this 
literature over t h e ,  nwnerous inconsistencies are found. Variables that successfhlly 
predicted political activism during the eady stages of the Vietnam war are dissimilar 
to those which successfblly predicted activism during later pends. The conclusion 
seems clear that the factors motivating activisrn changed over time. Thus, any theory 
of political activism buüt h m  early hdings would be invalidated by later bdings. 
(1 973, p. 3 15) 

On this view, particular social psychological theories do not change because older 

explanations have k e n  scientifically invalidated. but because these theones have lost 

their explanatory appeal to a society. As long as social psychology seeks to explain social 

behavior it wili also be forced to adapt its theories to the interests of a society, thereby 

underminhg any efforts to secure universal laws of behavior. 

It seems then that social psychological research and the goals of traditional scientific 

research corne into an inevitable conflict. A psychology which seeks to be socially 

relevant must compete with the fact that people can change their behavior to reflect their 

understanding of theory, and that social psychological theory must continue to re-think 

itself so as to keep up with societal expectations. 

Bruner (1990) draws attention to two assumptions contained in Gergen's critique: 

But, he added, there are two generalities that need, nonetheless, to be taken into 
account in interpreting findings such as these: both of them universals having to do 
with man's way of orienting toward culture and the past. The fkst is human 
refiexivity, [italics added] our capacity to tum around on the past and alter the present 
in its light, or to alter the past in the tight of the present. Neither the past not the 
present stays fixed in the face of this reflexivity. The "immense repository" of our 
p s t  encounters rnay be rendered salient in different ways as we review them 
refiexively , or may be changed by reconceptualization. The second universal is Our 
"dazzling" intellectuai capacity to envision alternatives [italics addeci]--to conceive of 
other ways of being, of acting, of striving. So while it rnay be the case that in some 
sense we are "matures of history ." in another sense we are autonomous agents as 
weU. (pp. 109- 1 10) 

Conceived in this way Gergen's argument cornes close to humanistic critiques of 

experimental psychology, which typically argue that expenmental psychology denies 



people their imate abiiity to shape their own lives in accordance with their fRe 

wiU(Maslow, 1966; Rogers. 1969). SchIenker (1974) cnticizes Gergen on this point: 

An implicit theme in Gergen's article is the notion that people cm. within reason, do 
anything they want anytime they want and there is nothing that a scientist or his 
theories can do to stop them. And if this is the case. how can universal theories of 
behavior be possible? Many students of social psychology feel cornpelleci to disrniss 
the possibility that psychology could ever be a "realn science because people make 
decisions and behave in accord with their "free will" .... By free wiii, most people 
mean that they can and do make choices between alternatives based upon what they 
want at the rime; and no scientific law is going to teil them that they cannot. The basic 
confusion derives from the notion that behavioral laws compel or coerce people to 
behave against their will; these laws fatalistically determine what a person ... wilï do 
and nothing can be done to escape the consequences. While this fatalistic 
determinism position is what rnany people regard to be the bais of science, it is a 
complete misunderstanding of the nature of scientific explanations. (p. 11) 

Gergen is thus characterized as a humanist who goes wrong because he misunderstands 

the nature of scientific explanation. At present 1 wiIl let the critique stand against the 

previous review of Gergen's argument, but will Say that if there is any confusion over 

whether Gergen is offenng a traditionaily humanist critique this confusion will be cleared 

up in the sections which follow. By approaciüng social psychology from an historical 

perspective Gergen moves away from traditional determinist-free will debates prefemng 

to place such debates in a social-historical perspective. Rather than asking: "Are human 

beings free or determined in their actions?" Gergen begins to ask "How does this type of 

debate reflect historically bound assumptions about humm behavior?" 

The Inadequacy of Ex-perimentation 

Experimentation may k an invatuable technique un&r certain circumscribed conditions. 
However. the continued presumption that experimcntation is the single best means by which we 
can main knowledgc of  social behavior seems both mislcading and of injurious consequence to 
the field and to those who look to the profession for enhancement and understandmg. (Gergen. 
1978a. p. 509) 

Gergen's (1978a) critique is elaborated in "Expenmental Social Psychology: A 

Reappraisal" (ESP) where he argues that the experimental method, traditionally adopted 

in social psychological research, distorts the historical character of social action. If SPH 
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described the way that social psychology is historicdy embedded, this paper elabmates 

the view that behavior must be understood h m  withh the socio-histofical context in 

which it occurs. We must take into account the "highly complex network of 

contingencies" that give behavior meaning for the participants involved (Gergen, 1978a, 

p. 5 0 ) .  These contingencies are not limited to immediately present stimuli but rather. in 

mernory, mach backward in time and, in anticipation. forward into the future. An event 

acquires its meaning for a person only as it is embedded in a history of other events. 

Further. the network of contingencies which constitute the meaning of a given behavior 

shifts between individuals. across history. and across cultures. For example, the range of 

factors which rnight lead a person to perceive an insult and respond to another in anger 

are shaped by individual history or cultural accounts of insult and anger. Gergen writes: 

In another sense we may Say that it is only by taking into account the range of 
attendant circumstances that the stimulus gains 'meaning' for the memben of the 
culture. If [a nised] fist is that of a child of three in response to his mother's 
admoaishment in the pnvacy of their own home. the response has far different social 
implications than if the fist is that of a thirry year old Puerto Rican on a saeet in 
Spanish Harlem. in effect, social stimuli are typically embedded in broader 
circurnstances, and reactions to the stimulus complex depend importantly on the 
meanings which they evoke. (1978a, p. 510) 

For Gergen. then. the starting point for social psychological research should be the 

context in which social behavior unfolds. 

TraditionaIly. social psychologists have sacrificed an understanding of the complexity 

of everyday social interaction for the rigor of the experimental laboratory--the two of 

which cannot be reconciled. In the laboratory primary emphasis is placed on describing 

casual relations between a behavior and the causes of that behavior. Under experimental 

logic such causal relations can only be discerned when the researcher exercises full 

control over the behavior under study--something which cannot be achieved outside of 

the laboratory. This has the dual effect of lirniting the range of factors which are 
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considered in theoreticai explanations, and of m e r  limiting the research to short 

periods of time (half hour experimental sessions). In effect, a behavior which is n o d y  

embedded in a rich sœnario consisting of an indeterminate number of factors is, in the 

experimental situation, reduced to a limited number of variables only present in the 

immediacy of the experimental situation-the norrndy occurring meaning of the behavior 

is distorted in the laboratory. 

If, as Gergen argues, behavior becornes meaningfid only in a sequence of events 

which are thernselves embedded in a framework of meanings, then the experimental 

situation is its own sequence of events, which embed and give meaning to the actions that 

occur in the laboratory. Where the experirnenter typicaily assumes that the behavior in 

the experimental laboraîory is a purified simulation of normal behavior, it is more likely 

anything but normal behavior for the participant. Gergen (1978a) writes: 

In the attempt to isolate a given stimulus from the complex in which it is normally 
imbedded, its meaning within the normative cultural framework is often obscured or 
destroyed. When subjects are exposed to an event out of its normal context they may 
be forced into reactions that are unique to the situation and have Little or no 
relationship to their behavior in the normal setting. In more drmatic terms, Harre 
(1974) has termed the experirnentalist, 'tragically deceived' and has concluded that 
'experiments are Largely worthless, except as descriptions of the odd way people 
carry on in trying to make social sense of the impoverished environment of 
laboratories' (p. 146). (p. 5 10) 

The experimental laboratory creates a gap between the meaning of participants behavior, 

and the scientific explanations which are provided for that behavior. The irony here is 

that experimental researchers assume that they are investigating a normal or an idealized 

instance of behavior, but in fact are constmcting an image of normal behavior. Indeed, as 

Gergen argues, the adept psychologist can a m g e  the experimental situation so as to 

demonstrate the vaiidity of any reasonable account of behavior. Gergen (1978a) writes: 

In this sense, hypothesis are not so much as the expenmenter searchers for (or is 
aware of) the appropnate social context in which the validity of what is purported to 



be a gened hypothesis can be demonstrated .... If one were to commence with a 
consideration of the extended culture and its pattemed complexity. testing unbridled 
hypothesis about general reactions to cognitive dissonance, imbalance. group 
pressures. social attraction, bystanders in an emergency. inequity. aggression and so 
on would seldom occur. (pp. 5 1 1-5 12) 

If Gergen is right, the social psychologist, though constrained by the expenmental 

laboratory. is more like a writer of fiction than a scientist. 

Both SPH and ESP des* social psychology's failure to develop a body of theory 

which is relevant to understanding contextualized behavior. Aiongside each of these 

critiques Gergen offers a number of suggestions for a renewed social psychology. As 

explored here, these suggestions stand in contmt to the increasingly radical revisions 

which Gergen proposes following his later investigation of positivistempiricist 

rnetatheories. 

Gergen (1973) first argues that robbed of its c l a h  to ahistoncal explmation 

psychology should abandon its aspirations to prediction and control. In place of its 

predictive capacity he suggests that social psychology operate to sensitize people to the 

factors which may influence their behavior in a given situation. "Psychological theory 

cm play an exceedingly important role as a sensithhg device. It can enlighten one as to 

the range of factors potentially influencing behavior under various conditions" (1973, 

p.3 17). Gergen (1978a) extends this suggestion in ESP when he argues that social 

psychology cm serve to alter people's consciousness. A cleverly designed experiment 

cm reveal factors influencing behavior of which people are not normally aware. He 

However, upon occasion the experiment can be used to unsettie our common 
understandings of 'the way things are.' They may generate a constructive self- 
consciousness, an enhanced awareness of various inequities or irrationalities built into 
our institutionalized ways of viewing things, or an increased caution before 
cornmitment. Some excellent examples of experimentation in the service of such 
~consciousness raising' would include Asch's (1956) research on conformity, 
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Milgram's (1963) initial study on obedience to authonty, the eariy work of Festinger 
(1957) on cognitive dissonance. (1978b, p. 522) 

The emphasis on consciousness raising becomes. under the later narne of "generative 

theonzing," a guiding pnnciple for social consmictionism (197813. p. 1344). 

Second, Gergen's focus on the distinction between the subject matter of the natural 

and the social sciences leads him to promote a psychology which could better explicate 

the point at which stable and unstable behavior meet. in SPH he argues that social 

psychologists s hould strive toward developing a "continuum of historical durability with 

phenornena highly susceptible to historical influence at one extreme and the more stable 

processes at the othern (1973, p. 3 18). This would point social psychologists toward 

behaviors which are more like those in the natural sciences. and as such more susceptible 

to prediction and control. If for example "Man's reliance on a concept of deity has a long 

history and is found in numerous cultures" it is likely that religious sentiment would 

continue to be an important factor in social psychological understanding of human 

behavior (1973, p. 318). Similarly, in ESP Gergen (19783) suggests that social 

psychologists attempt to explicate "bio-social relationships" (p. 522). Social behavior is 

both influenced by, and influences, biological processes. Uniike the plasticity of social 

behavior, biological systems are relativity stable and as such provide an "enduring 

backdrop for the shadow-show of mores, style and custom" (1978% p. 522). Like in his 

continuum of historicai durability, a sensitivity to bio-social relationships would point 

researchers in the direction of stable factors which are relevant to understanding social 

behavior in al1 historical periods. While Gergen returns to this suggestion a number of 

times in his early writings, its significance is highlighted by the fact that it is dropped in 

his later writings (Gergen, 1985; Gergen, 1994). When he later adopts a "linguistic" 

argument, the focus shifts h m  the distinction between stability and instability, or the 
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naturai and the social sciences, to the generative capacity of language. On this view, the 

natural and the social sciences are both conceived of as linguistic constmcts tied up in the 

social order, and the question of stability becomes Urelevant to the goal of overcoming 

conventionai epistemologies. 

The most significant move that Gergen rnakes in these emly papes has already been 

mentioned. Namely, the shift from a conception of social psychology as value-free 

investigative practice, to social psychology and human behavior as embedded in social 

process. Psychology is prescriptive thereby influencing the subject matter which it seeks 

to explain. While on the one hand sociai psychology values neutrality in its practices. on 

the other hand it denies that the discipline is value laden. 

Positivistern~iricist Metatheones in Social P s ~ c h o l o ~  

When psychoIogisis embraced the pasitivist program for scientific conduct. they simultaneously 
absorbed its undedying concept of  human psychological functioning. As a result. contemporary 
social psychology has k e n  significandy limited in thc range of its concems. in the types of 
behavior singled out for snidy. in the seleaion of explanatory consuucts. and in its vision of 
human potentiaL By elaborating on how the disciplùic has been influenœd and on the nature o f  
the effects. the deterioration of  normative assumptions may be hastcned. (Gergen. 1979. p. 194) 

Thus far 1 have presented two critiques of social psychology which share in the 

general aim of sensitizing social psychologists to the contingency of their theones and 

research practices. Underlying the discussion is the suggestion that the ahistorical view 

social psychologists assume of their theories and subject matter is in some way related to 

the experimentd method. Indeed, the expenrnental method is a justified form of 

psychological research because it attempts to elirninate the confounding variables of 

history, value, meaning, and personal bias. In "The Positivist [mage in Socid 

Psychological Research," Gergen (1979) elabrates the relationship between the 

assumption of ahistoricity and the experimental method, arguing that they are both 

grounded in a larger movement in twentieth century philosophy of science-positivist- 

empiricist metatheones. It is not only that these metatheones establish the cntena for 
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good scientific practice but, despite their claims to value neutrality, they unwittingly 

prescribe a particular mode1 of psychological functioning. In its acceptance of positivist- 

empincist metatheones social psychology already buys into a particular conception of 

human behavior. Here social psychology is not conceived as providing innovative 

theories, but d e r  of filling in the details of a psychology already implicit in positivist- 

empincist metatheories. It should be added that the arguments presented in this section 

stem h m  "The Positivist Image in Social Psychological Research" but 1 have included a 

number of references h m  Gergen's (1980, 1982) later writings in order to better focus 

the discussion. 

Something has already been said of the type of science prescribed by positivist- 

empiricist metatheories. Under these metatheories it is assumed that both natural and 

social behaviors are govemed by lawful causal relations. The aim of science is to 

discover these lawful relations. This is achieved by reducing the phenornenon into more 

basic units, the interaction of which are observed in controlled settings. For example. in 

the study of Chernistry matter is reduced to atornic and then to subatornic units, the 

relations between which are studied in a controlled laboratory setting. It is central to the 

procedure that the scientist exercise control over al1 of the variables under study. This 

allows the scientist to make causal statements about the relationship beîween variables. 

Thus the positivist-empincist assumes that a conceptual move cm be made fiom that 

which is observed by the "naked eye," to hypotheses about the mechanisms which 

regdate behavior at a more basic level. Presumably. if this practice is followed false 

hypotheses are discarded and mie hypothesis are retained, thus resulting in the 

accumulation of a body of scientific facts. The four concepts which are central here are 

that: a) there is an experiential world independent of the scientist which is composed of 

lawful causal relations; b) this experiential world is accessible to al1 of those trained in 



24 
scientific observation; c) adherence to the scientific method is necessary so as to ensure 

the elimination of confounding variables; and d) as various hypothesis are confix-med or 

disconfirmed scientific knowledge accumulates, growing increasingly secure in the 

accuracy of its representation of the narural world. Using Gergen's early writings I have 

attempted to show hat social psychologists have ûaditionally attempted to adhere to ail 

of these prescriptions. but in doing so have also failed to develop a compelling scientific 

product. Social psychology's failure to do so has composed the bulk of Gergen's critique 

up untii the point we are now at in this review. 

A second fom of critique, foreshadowed by Gergen's (1978a) suggestion that social 

psychologists are in the position to raise consciousness, now emerges. In addition to 

prescribing the rules for ngorous science, positivist-empirîcist metatheories prescribe a 

certain mode1 of psychological hinctioning. Sociai psychological theory, then, is limited 

in what it cm say about human behavior by taken for granted assurnptions. Gergen dnws 

attention to three prescriptions which have gone unquestioned in social psychology. 

Fit  positivist-empiricist metatheories propose "a centrai distinction ... between the 

experiencing individual and the object of expenenceW--a dualism traced to the influence 

of Rene Descartes (1979, p. 196). In the labontory the scientist stands as the 

experiencing individual, and the phenornenon under question stands as the object of 

experience. The task of the scientist is, through controlled experimentation, to eliminate 

dl personal biases so as to provide a perfect representation of the objective world. The 

assumption presents itself in human psychology as the view that human beings possess a 

mind which acts as a mimr for representing events in the objective world. A second 

assumption is the centrality of cognitive processing in human experience. Logic and 

abstraction are vaiued as the twls which scientists use to "remove themselves from the 

press of immediate sense dataœ diereby providing a means by which generalizations about 
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the objective world can be made (1979, p. 196). In psychological theories cognitive 

processes are pïioritized because they allow human beings to set aside desires and 

impulses which rnight lead to faulty reasoning and maladapative behavior. Third, 

cognitive processes are distinguis hed nom non-cognitive, or affective (e motions. values, 

desires. and motives) processes. "For the positivist, processes in the affective domain are 

either irrelevant or antithetical to understanding in the cognitive mode" (1979. p. 196). 

Affect serves the necessary conceptual role of rnotivating the cognitive system but once 

processing has begun interferes with the putatively more important task of abstract and 

logical analysis. 

Gergen supports his review by describing the presence of these assumptions in 

popular areas of social psychological research. He draws particular attention to George 

Kelly's construct theory which, on Gergen's view, stands as a clear link between 

"empiricist rnetatheory and psychological functioning" ( 1982, p. 124). Gergen ( 1 982) 

writes: 

As Kelly says, "When we speak of man-the scientist we me speaking of d l  mankind 
and not merely a particular class of men who have publicly attained the stature of 
' scientist"' (p. 4). And this view of the scientist is the now-familiar once: "Each 
individual man foxmulates in his own way constructs through which he views the 
world of events. As a scientist, man seeks to predict, and this control the course of 
events. It follows then that the constmcts which he formulates are intended to aid him 
in his predictive efforts. (p. 12)(p. 124) 

Thus Kelly's theory, a concrete example of the assumptions which underlie psychoIogical 

theory, regards human beings as subjects in an objective world whose task is to, in 

cognition, perfectly rnirror objective reaiity so as to increase predictive capacity thereby 

adapting to the natural and social environment in which they find thewlves. 

Gergen argues that the above assumptions about human psychology are not grounded 

in scientific tnith. Much Like the beliefs that are shared by a religious comrnunity, the 

assumptions of the positivist-empiricist metatheones and the psychologies which they 



promote, are based on socio-culturat values subject to historical change. The 

psychological research community did not discover the existence of a cognitive and 

affective system. Nor did the psychological research community discover that the world 

cm be divided into subject and object. Rather when adopting positivist-ernpiricist 

metatheories social psychologists adopted a particuiar model of human psychology. On 

Gergen's view, social psychology has not advanced our understanding of human action, 

but has only filled in the detds of a psychology implicit in the positivist-empiricist 

metatheory. Gergen ( 1980) writes: 

ui adopting the program far more has k e n  acquired than a set of rules for appropriate 
scientific conduct. Sirnultaneously one tacitly accepts the underlying conception of 
psychologicai hinctioning and its optirnd state. To 'do science' in the positivist 
model is to gain the supenonty of philosophically proclaimed supenonty. At the 
same tirne, it is to accede to the underlying assurnptions conceming the nature of 
common psychologicai functioning and its prescription for optimal utilization. (p. 
198) 

To broaden the argument, we can embed the positivist-empincist metatheories in a period 

in Western history called "modernism." While the assumptions underlying modemism 

will be M e r  discussed in chapter three. it is enough to Say at present that modernism 

emphasizes the view that human beings are rational. mechanistic beings, who, when 

functioning optimaily, have transparent access to objective reality-both in the natural and 

social worlds. On this view, psychology not only buys into a scientifically sanctioned 

conception of psychological functioning, but dso a cuitudly sanctioned, almost 

coinmonsense, conception of what it is to be a human king. 

Gergen's metatheoretical paper puts us in a better position to develop a renewed 

social psychology. The most basic metatheoreticai assumptions which ground the 

discipline, and which provide it with its rhetorical power, are understood as historical 

artifacts. Gergen (1979) describes the importance of this metatheoretical critique when he 

writes : 
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One significant means of reducing the grip of any theoreticai structure is through 
encapsulation by theory of broader scope. Once a given habit of understanding is 
viewed as an entity within a broader perspective, it becomes objectified and 
discussion of its various assets and liabilities is facilitateci. With objectification. the 
conversion nom "accepted truth" to hazardous approximation" is hastened. In this 
sense there is much to be said for the development of a metatheoretical analysis 
within the social sciences. Much needed is a corpus of inquiry in to the character of 
theory itself. Until recently psychologists have relied largely on positivist philosophy 
to furnish the criteria of anaiysis..Required then is the development of an indigenous 
body of metatheory, one that speaks to the specific concems of psychologists in 
general, and in this case to social psychologists in particuiar. (p. 210) 

Methods and theones which are oftentimes taken for granted are placed in their historical 

perspective. thereby loosening their grip on social psychology. 

Generative Theory 

It may be useful. then. to consider competing theoretical accounts in lem of the[eenerative 
capacity, that is. the capacity to challenge the guiding assumptions of the culturc. to raise 
fundamental qwstions regarding contemporary social life. to foster rieconsideration of that 
which is "taken for granted." and thercby to fumish new alternatives for social action]. (Gergen, 
1978b. p. 1346) 

Before saying more about the metatheory which Gergen intends to replace positivist 

empiricist-metatheories, 1 want to take a step back to discuss a p a p a  published in 1978: 

"Toward Generative Metatheory ." The paper captures the spirit in w hic h the forthcoming 

"socio-rationalist" metatheory is offered (Gergen & Morawski. L 980, p. 343). Gergen 

( l978b) contrasts the stranglehold which positivist-empiricist metatheones have placed 

on the discipline, with a theoretical ideal in which premium is placed on the capacity to 

undermine prevailing assumptions and to generate uncornmonsense theories. 

Gergen begins by drawing attention to the philosophical distinction between 

ernpiricism and rationalism. Empincism places "preeminent ontological status" on socid 

fact (1978b. p. 1344). The social world is a thought of as an objective space, like the 

natural world. w hich contains my steries to be uniocked through scienti fic inves tigatïon. 

Meaning resides in a world independent of the observer. In contrast, rationalists argue 

that the world is assigned meaning in the concepts which human beings develop in 
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thought. The wodd is shaped to reflect human understanding. Gergen draws out the 

significance of the distinction when he compares European social psychology- 

traditionally entrenched in rationalism-with Amencan social psychology-traditionally 

entrenched in the positivist-empiricist metatheories described in the previous section: 

The distinction in orientation h i s h e s  important insight into the ironic discrepancy 
between the seminal contributions emerging within the recent European, as opposed 
to  the contemporary American, context. In spite of the relatively vast professionai 
ranks and supporting resources within the latter context, theoretical contributions 
have genedly been far less provocative in their effects. Few American 
contemporaries have been able to match the in t ek tua l  ferment fumished by such 
figures as Freud, Durkheim, M m ,  Mannheim, Piaget, Levi-Strauss, Weber, Kohler, 
Veblen, and Keynes, among others. American social psychology appears to suffer the 
same malady. Most general treatments of theory in the field typically devote prirnary 
attention to Freud and Lewin; for many Fritz Heider's richly suggestive work is 
d e s e ~ n g  of equal status. Role theory has played a historically important part of the 
development of Amencan social psychology, yet many of its mots may properly be 
traced to the early contributions of Durkheim. Similarly the symbolic intenctionist 
perspective may be traced to the earl y European training of its initial spokesmen 
(Jones & Day, 1977). In tenns of g e n e d  perspectives, only leaming theory may be 
indigenous to Amencan soil. In effect, the strength of contemporary social 
psychology does not seem to lie in its capacity for engendering theory of major scope 
and challenge. More genedly, it would appear that corespondent with the hegemony 
of the positivist-empiricist orientation has b e n  a diminution in catdytic theorizing. 
(1978b pp. 1344-1345) 

Not only have the rationalist theories challenged understanding within the discipline, but 

they have also "chdlenged the assumptive bases of social life, with profound catalytic 

effects both within the profession and withoutn (1978b p. 1345). 

American psychologists have traditionally defended against these types of challenges 

by arguing that they have sacrificed e ~ c h e d  theoretical accounts for the more important 

goal of assuring theoretical accuracy. Positivist-empiricist metatheories, and their 

reliance on the experimental method, assure social psychologists that their theories are 

accurate representations of an objective reality, which in tum assures the development of 

a body of knowledge which can be used to predict and control social behavior. But as we 

have already reviewed, Gergen challenges this, arguing that the focus on objective facf 
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the close ties maintained between theory and &ta (in order for a theory to be offered it 

must be supported by laboratory observations), the assumption of temporal irrelevance 

(human behavior can be undemood independently of the context in which it normally 

occurs), and the view of scientist as neutrd observer (whose theories, it is held, are not 

prescriptive) disregard the complexity of meaningful social behavior, and reproduce 

long-standing traditions in scientific thought. Given that Gergen has shown these 

scientific practices to be histoncal ideals rather than ontological truths, it might be better 

to coasider modeling social psychology on a rationalist philosophy which places less 

emphasis on expenmental ngor, thereby allowing for a proliferation of challenging 

theoretical accounts. 

Consistent with the successes of rationalism Gergen suggests a renewed social 

psychology could takes as its ideal "generative theory" (1978b. p. 1344). The goal of 

generative theory is twofold: a) to undermine prevailing assumptions about human 

conduct, and b) to offer fresh alternatives to conventionai theoretical accounts. 

Generative theory stems fiom the argument offered in ESP (1978a) that no single theory 

could capture the complexity of human behavior in al1 of its histoncal and cultural 

manifestations. Even the rationdist theories h m  which Gergen draws inspiration distort 

the cornplex character of human behavior. He wntes: 

in the act of theorking, one translates experience into symbol, and the conceptual 
replica is inevitably a distortion of such experience. By nature a concept mats 
separate entities as equivalent, entities that may Vary in numerous ways unrecognized 
by the concepts in question; any conceptual system is by nature incomplete (1978b, p. 
1357). 

If our goal is to capture the ever shifking seemingly indeterminate nature of social 

behavior then it seems that we should not rely on any single, inevitably distorting theory, 

but rather take an approach in which theoretical variability is encouraged. We find this in 

"generative theory" where the aim is to continuaily undermine theones that are taken for 
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granted, and to open up a space for the development of theories which may offer a new 

understanding of the phenomenon. The new theory is no less distorthg than the one 

which it unseats but in encouraging variability generaîive theory does "[eengender] a 

flexibility uiat rnay enhance the adaptive capacity of the society" (Gergen, 1978b p. 

1357). Rather than assessing theory by its accuracy in representing objective faa, theory 

is to be assessed by it capacity to generate innovative accounts of social life. 

The adoption of a generative ideal also serves a pragrnatic purpose. Social 

psychology. as it traditionally exists, reproduces cornmonsense assumptions about human 

behavior. It does not struggle with stimulating intellectual issues, but mher has corne to 

focus its attention on relatively technical. and uninteresting, methodological issues. "The 

field rnay wither out of ennui, and its efforts rnay be curtailed because it offea few new 

insights" (1978b. p. 1356). Gergen continues: 

The lament that the field too often duplicates common sense has long been echoed, 
and from the present standpoint, it rnay continue, so long as the traditional mold for 
"doing science" prevails. With the loosening of such strictures and the development 
of generative theory, the long-standing lament rnay recede. (p. 1356) 

While the discipline has previously received recognition because of its scientific ngor 

and advanceci understanding of experirnental methodology, the discipline rnay now be 

regarded for its capacity to challenge our understanding of human behavior. As Gergen 

(1985) comments elsewhere, this should place social psychology at the forefront of 

scholarly research alongside emerging postmodemist perspectives. 



Toward a Socio-rationakm 

Many social psychologists have grown wary of the soul-searching appraisals of recent years. 
Thcy arc hostile to "atrack without alumativesv and dcmand from their sttming asailanis a 
fully developcd mode1 for an "improvcd scicncc" dong with compeiling exemplars, Yet. 
although funrisbing emotional susuaance, there is Litk to recommcnd this fonn of &fense. Its 
paralle1 would bc to fault ctiticism of astrology becausc the critics' capacities for prophecy werc 
not superior. or t h y  failcd to furnish alternative pastimes Y e t  on both pragmatic and 
inteiiccaiai grounds. there is manifest demami for an alternative metatheory. A fully developed 
rationaie is rcquircd for the devtlopmcnt and flourishing of aitcmaivc fonns of socid hquiry. 
With the elabmation of an aitemative metatheory, one rnay begin to estabüsh viable endpoints 
or funcàons for social indgat ion  and to inquke more directiy into fomu of academic training. 
j o d  policies. and professional gatekeeping holding rnoe substantial promise. (Gergen & 
Morawski, 1980, p. 327) 

Positivist-empincist metatheories. and associated scientific practices. maintain their 

prominence in Western academia by virtue of a strong network of social support. 

Considering the science i td f ,  theory and method are supported by metatheoreticai 

arguments, and the converse, metatheory is justified by successful implementation of 

method and creation of complimentary theories. Metatheory. method, and theory stand as 

a mutuaIiy supportive f o m  of scientific discourse (Gergen. 1982). The success of 

positivist-empiricist metatheories is further understood as we turn to the society in which 

contemporary science is embedded. The modemist emphasis on mechanism. transparent 

understanding, and control over the world is mirrored in our scientific institutions. And 

practicing scientists are further encouraged by the vast network of granting agencies and 

award systems which stand to confinn the utility and importance of continued practice 

under traditionai models. Compared against this tightly knit web of modem scientific 

discourse. Gergen's daims that social psychology must sensitize itself to historical 

issues, or adopt a generative mode1 of theory, seem without compelling metoncal force. 

Except for the few who are deeply fnistrated with conventional practices there is little 

motivation for embracing Gergen's critique and forging ahead toward a new mode of 

scientific inqujr. It seems that if Gergen's critique is to take hold there must dso be 

present a social and scholarly network of equaily comrnitted resolve, which would serve 

to nourish and sustain the critique. 



Encouraging the development of such a social network is part of the motivation 

behuid Gergen & Morawksi's (1980) paper "An Alternative Metatheory for Social 

Psychology." Gergen and Morawksi reach beyond critiques within psychology and social 

psychology to find similar f o m  of critique in the social and human sciences. The move 

outward is anticipated as early as 1973 where Gergen writes: 

However. the study of history. both past and present, should be undertaken in the 
broadest possible Framework. Political, economic, and institutional factors ye al1 
necessary inputs to understanding in an integrated way. A concentration on 
psychology alone provides a distorted understanding of our present condition (p. 
319). 

Where in "Social Psychology as Histoly" Gergen encourages interdisciplinarity for the 

sake of broadening our understanding of social behavior. in the present paper 

interdisciplinarity is encouraged so as to lay a foundation upon which an alternative 

approach to social science research can be built. The articulation of this social rationalist 

metatheory not only serves to outline the basic assumptions of an anti-empiricist 

approach to social science, but it also serves the pragmatic goal of developing a set of 

theories, methods, and practices which might stand in support of one another thereby 

chdlenging the hegemony of positivist-ernpiricist metatheories. 

Gergen and Morawski describe four rnovements in the social sciences which 

challenge positivistempiricist metatheories. The "hermeneutic-interpretive movement" is 

of particular importance because while Gergen (1988) later distances himself from 

hermeneutics, it has k e n  argued that. at least in its initial articulation, Gergen's social 

constructionism grows out of the hermeneutic perspective (Bruner. 1990; Terwee. 1988). 

Wte  Gergen (1 973) hermeneuticians distinguish between the social sciences 

(Geisteswissenschafien) and the natural sciences (Naturwissenschaften). The goal of the 

natural sciences is to exphin behavior in ternis of abstract lawful relations. in contrast, 

the goal of the social sciences is to provide for understanding of human behavior. 
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Understanding cannot be achieved by a reduction of the behavior in question to an 

abstract level of causal relations, but must proceed by situating behavior within the socio- 

historical context which gives the behavior its meaning. Human behavior then is iike a 

literary text which acquires its depth and significance in the act of interpretation. The 

hemeneutic movement challenges positivist-empiricists metatheones because it holds 

that al1 texts, whether they are religious, scientitic, or human behavior emerge h m  

within a culture framework. On this view, Like any other text, the scientific research 

project is not a value free activity, but rather is embedded in a framework of meanings 

shared by ali membea of a particular culture. 

The second movement described by Gergen and Morawski-"Didectics"-starts with 

the assumption that ideas always contain their own negation. For example, in positing a 

positivist-empincist metatheory the possibility is already opened up for a challenge to 

that rnetatheory--an emphasis on ahistorical inquiry implies the possibility of historical 

inquiry; or the emphasis on experimentation implies a method which is nonexpenmental. 

Change in human thought and action occur as these opposites corne into conflict. In the 

resolution of the conflict a new understanding emerges. In contnst to positivistempiricist 

science the emphasis of dialectics is not on stability, but on tension between opposites 

and the resulting transformation in understanding. 

The "critical perspective" shares the emphasis on tmsformation. but takes an active 

role in facilitating change by drawing out the tensions which exist in our ideas and 

practices. This is achieved by illuminating the vaiuational, or ideological stance assumed 

by a discipline such as social psychology. and the political systems which these ideals 

sustain. For example. social psychology as an instance of positivist-metatheories, 

advocates a mechanistic and atomistic conception of human beings. This view of the 

h u m  king  supports Western political agendas in their emphasis on individualism and 
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democracy. Psychology, then, is challenged for its hypocritid claims to scientific 

neutrality . Questions emerge: "Shodd psychology continue to support Western political 

agendas?" and "1s there an alternative fonn of psychology which might promote a 

coliectivist agenda, as opposed to an individualkt agenda?" 

The "ethnogenic alternative" spnngs from anthropology, challenging individudistic 

and d e t e d s t i c  conceptions of human behavior. The starting point for the ethnogenecist 

is the social network in which d e s  of social behavior are given form. Individuai action is 

always oriented within this framework of rules- This perspective challenges the 

traditional psychoiogical emphasis on deterministic mental mechanisms, and iike the 

rnovements described above, allows for the possibility of historicaily changing patterns of 

human behavior. 

These four movements find their first point of unity in rationdist philosophy as 

opposed to ernpiricist philosophy. Knowledge does not emerge out of careh1 observation 

of an objective world, but rather is actively created in thought. Gergen and Monwski 

draw out of a further distinction between the traditional forrnuIritions of nûonaiism and 

the socio-ntiondism which they are proposing. They wnte: 

Yet, one m y  discem a fundamental separation between the rationdist flavor of the 
schools discussed above and traditional rational idedism. Although rationalist 
philosophy has usually k e n  critical of the assumption that human knowledge c m  be 
determined by incoming sense stimuli, there hm been a simultaneously widespread 
resistmce to both solipsism and relativism. Such concepts as a priori ideas, divine 
provision, and the perfectibility of "human knowledge." Yet, the concept of 
knowledge itself becomes suspect within contemporary forms of rationalist social 
psychology. Knowledge is no longer sacrosanct, but "of the people," it is no longer 
the gift of God, built into the gene structure, or an exclusive possession of a scholarly 
eiite. Within the emergent paradigm it has become democratized. Knowledge of the 
world is primarily a construction of individuals not acting independently, but engaged 
in processes of intenubjective communication. ( 1980, pp. 344-345) 

As opposed to the positivist-empincist metatheory which emphasizes the primacy of the 

objective world, or the rationalist idealism emphasizes the primacy of individual thought, 
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a socio-rationalism emerges in which mernbers of a community actively create the 

meaningful reality in which they live. The focus for socio-rationahm thus becomes the 

process by which knowledge is constructed within community, the constraints that these 

constructions impose upon the generation of new forms of knowledge and activity, and 

the values which these constructions prornote. in the case of social psychology we may 

being to ask: "How did the discipline come to rely on a positivistempiricist metatheory?" 

"What are the images of hurnan beings constructed under our present model of research?" 

and "What models of research, or metaphors of h u m  behavior, might provide for a 

more challenging and interesting social psychology?" 

Concluding Notes 

Gergen's critique of social psychology begins with the observation that traditional 

social psychologîcal theory is largely irrelevant to Our understanding of everyday life--in 

short social psychology has failed to Live up to its promise of providing theories which 

could be of use in resolving social problerns and improving everyday life. In a return to 

the 19th century distinction between the social and naturd sciences, Gergen attributes 

this failure to the fact that social psychology, and more broadly the social sciences. have 

inappropnately adopted a natural science conception of theory. Our understanding of 

sociai behavior is never neutral or value free, but aiways stands in relation to the values 

and goals of a particular society. In particular, social psychology has modeIled its 

theories after positivist empirkist metatheones. which in one instance prescribe models 

for good science, but in addition prescribe a model of ided psychologicai functioning-- 

the human k i n g  stands in relation to an objective world, and possess both cognitive and 

affective properties. the former of which is the most valued hurnan property. Under 

generative theory. Gergen challenges social psychologists to abandon the traditional ided 

of theoretical accuracy, and to ernbrace a type of practice which focuses on the creation 
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of innovative accounts of human behavior. Socio-rationalisrn emerges as a metatheory 

intended to provide a justifactory base for generative theorking. In chapter two we see 

how the basic aspirations of generative theory, and socio-rationdism are extended under 

the development of a social constnictionist metatheory. 



Chapter Two: The Social Constructionist Metatheory 

Social construction& inquiry is principally concemed with expkating the pnicesses by which 
people corne to descrii, expiain. or orherwise acfount for the wodd (iluding themselvcs) in 
which they iive. It aaempts to articulate cornmon forms of understanding as they now exist. as 
thcy have existed in prior historical periods. and as they might exist should creative attention be 
so dirmed. (Gcrgen, 1985, p- 266) 

In the present chapter 1 outline the goals of social constructionism as they manifest at 

a metatheoreticai level. In the previous chapter 1 suggested that a rnetatheory is a set of 

assumptions which ground a scholariy pursuit. The basic assumptions of positivist- 

empincist metatheones were contrasted with those of socio-rationalism. One of these 

ciifferences was the tie that socio-rationalism has to ntionalist philosophies and the 

emphasis placed on generative theory. While retaining the view that a metatheoretical 

position provides a discipline with guiding assumptions, following Gergen (1982) 1 want 

to distance myself from traditional accounts which take metatheory as the foundation 

upon which a discipline is built; as if a discipline fiat chooses a metatheory and then 

builds its pmctices from this base. Rather rnetatheory is viewed as one fonn of discourse, 

argumentation, or rhetoric, itself achieving particular social ends. Other forms of 

discourse involve discussions of theory or method, or moving beyond the boundaries of 

science-religion, racism. or gender @ut not lirnited to these). Metatheory does not stand 

underneath, or above other forms of discourse, guiding conversation or providing the 

assumptions which ground ail other conversations, but rather stands alongside as one type 

of conversation among many others. This takes us away from a traditionally leveled 

understanding of rnetatheory, method and theory and places al1 f o m  of discourse on 

equai level. The question is no longer: "What are the foundations upon which our 

scientific practices rest?" but rather, "What end dws each form of discourse achieve?" 

In the fmt chapter, something has already been said of the end that a metatheoreticai 

argument achieves for Gergen (1980). Socio-rationaiism was offered in an effort to meet 
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the positivist-empincist metatheones at their own level of discourse thereby providing an 

alternative mode1 for social psychological inquiry. The foundations upon which social 

psychology was putatively built were revealed to have been inadquate to social 

psychology's subject matter. But in offering a socio-rationalist metatheory another end 

was achieved-it was shown that contemporary science justifies its practices through an 

appeal to metatheoretical foundations. Any critique which seeks to undermine 

contemporary research practices must ais0 take aim at the foundations upon which the 

discipline claims to be built. If Gergen takes his audience to be the social psychologicai 

community then his argument must be addressed to that community and its assumptions 

about the nature of science. The mistake would be to assume that d e r  chdenging social 

psychology's foundations Gergen aims to erect new foundations--to replace positivist- 

empiricist metatheories with a set of assumptions that better capture the contours of 

social life. Socio-rationalism, and this becornes even c1eare.r as we get into social 

constnictionism, does not achieve traditionai metatheoretical ends--it does not stand as 

the foundation upon which a discipline is built-but rather stands as a form of argument 

intended to entice, or attract those working within a traditional mode of scientific pnctice 

into a new mode of scientific practice. 

A metatheory can achieve broad appeal if it finds support in other forms of discourse. 

Gergen and Morawksi's description of socio-rationalisrn achieves its credibility as the 

meeting point for a number of critiques common among the sociai sciences. The 

metatheory is not the sole creation of an individual but rather emerges in a socio- 

histoncai context. The assumptions of hermeneutics, dialectics, criticai theory, and 

ethnogenics overlap thereby providing a sort of social support network which stands in 

defense of socio-rationalism. In particular, the antiempiricist or anti-foundational 

emphasis found in socio-rationahm is elaborated with the development of social 
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constnictionism. Very bruadly conceivecl, anti-foundationalist metatheones take the view 

that there are no groundings, either metaphysicai or empirical, for our knowledge of the 

world. In the remainder of this introduction 1 will sketch the general direction that this 

anti-foundational stance takes social constmctionism in, and then in the main body of the 

chapter pursue the specifics of the social constructionist position. 

Fust something must be said of the move h m  socio-rationalism to social 

constmctionism As argued in chapter one, socio-rationdism grows out of rationalist 

philosophies. Gergen and Morawski (1980) try to distance themselves from the lingering 

traces of foundationalisrn found in rationalism when they move to a socio-rationalism 

which emphasizes the social nature of the construction of redity (see Chapter 1). in an 

interview with Misra (1993) Gergen suggests that the term social constnictionism is 

adopted in order to further purge the metatheory of any Links to traditional conceptions of 

rationalism. Gergen says: 

On thing that has been important for me is not to insulate myself from questioning 
and critical voices (unless they are rude and vengeful). As long as they honor the 
issues at stake 1 want the dialogue to proceed-even if it means abandoning earlier 

11 - positions. (In fact the socio-rationaiist" formulation was Iwely abandoned. in Iariree 
measure because of the duaiist traces 1 found it carrieci) [italics added]. (Misra, 1993, 
P. 4-08] 

By dualist traces Gergen means the rationalistempiricist distinction between human 

subjectivity and objective reality. Rationaiism has its foundations in an appeal to the 

primacy of the human mind, and empincism has its foundations in an appeal to the 

primacy of a reality extemal to the human mind. 

In its short history, psychology has experienced the influence of both empiricist and 

rationdist philosophies. Behaviorist psychology favored an "exogenic" approach 

emphasizing the importance of an objective world's influence on human behavior 

(Gergen, 1985, p. 269). More recentîy, the revival of a cognitively oriented mentaüsm 
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has favored, at least in theory if not in method, an "endogenicm approach emphasizing the 

importance of the human mind in smcturing experience (Gergen, 1985, p.269). Gergen 

characterizes the history of psychology as a number of shifts between these two 

foundationdist epistemologies. Perhaps best exempiified in the perennial nature-numire 

debate psychologïsts continue to ask whether behavior is intemally or extemally caused. 

It is the swing of the penduhm between rationalist and empiricist epistemologies that 

social consiructionism attempts to undermine. Gergen (1985) writes: 

It is against this backdrop that one can appreciate the emergence of social 
constructionism. Rather thm recapitulating yet again the rnovement of the pendulum, 
the chdlenge (for many) has been to transcend the traditional subject-object dualism 
and all its attendant problems (cf. Roriy, 1979) and to develop a framework of 
analysis based on an alternative (nonempiricist) theory of the functioning and 
potentials of science. This movement begins in earnest when one challenges the 
concept of knowledge as mental representation. (p. 270) 

Continuing this discussion Gergen introduces the next move which is important for 

understanding social constructionism: 

Given the rnyriad of insolubles to which such a concept gives rise, one is moved to 
consider what passes as knowledge in human affairs. At least one major candidate is 
that of linpistic rendenng [itaiics added. We genenlly count as knowledge that 
which is represented in Linguistic propositions-stored in books, joumals, floppy 
disks, and the Iike. These rendenngs, to continue an earlier theme, are constituents of 
social practices. From this perspective knowledge is not something people posses 
somewhere in their heads, but rather, something people do together. Lanmaees are 
assentially shared activities [italics added]. (p. 270) 

There are a number of ideas contained in this passage which wili be untangied in this 

chapter. For one the move to a communal conception of language immediately 

acknowledges that knowledge is not something discovered by individual researchers or 

isolated individuals, but is always embedded in a socio-histoncd context. Psychological 

theories, and less formai accounts of Our lives, are situated within a context of shared 

meanings. and changes in our understanding of the world do not tuni on empirical 

evidence but rather on our capacity to engage a community of language users in a 
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convincing and meaninghil way. 

Social consbnictionism also moves into the domain of social theory-an area of study 

traditionally avoided by psychologists and left to sociologists. political philosophers, or 

historians. If psychological theones and our identities are aiways given form in a shared 

language, then it follows that in achieving identity we also situate ourselves within a 

meaninghil social space. As Charles Taylor (1985) argues. to speak is to locate ourselves 

within a space of other pesons who both acknowledge and challenge the stance that we 

take. The important point here is that outside of a social space we could not hope to 

achieve an identity or an understanding of the world. Knowledge depends upon our 

relations to other people. On Gergen's perspective this means that psychological theory, 

as necessarily formed in a shared language, is always a social activity which, borrowing 

from the ordinary language philosophies of Wittgenstein and Austin, achieves social ends 

rather than descnbing an objective reaiity. 

Social constructionism also encourages a move from the traditional psychological 

focus on the individual as locus of knowledge, to the forms of relationship which make 

knowledge and understanding possible. Knowledge is not conceived as something stored 

in the brain, or represented in the rnind of an individual. It is not as if people simply open 

their eyes and perceive a world which is aiready meaninghil. but rather the world is given 

meaning in the Ianguage of a community, or on a local Ievel the world is given meaning 

in the conversations which develop in relationship with othea. If we can speak about 

individuals this is not because human beings are inherently individualistic. but rather 

because the individuai is a linguistic achievernent owing much of its rhetorical power to a 

history of political and philosophicd discussions which have placed the individual at the 

center of the knowledge generating pmcess (Stam, 1993). One move in social 

constructionism. then, is to demonstrate the historical and psychological origins of 
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individualism and to develop a language in which relationship and social process 

becomes the starting point for psychological inquiry. 

From this quick review, it becomes clear that sociai constmctionism moves beyond 

the critique of sociai psychology offered in the f b t  chapter, and extends its reach to 

include our understanding of psychology, the social sciences. and as Gergen (1994) 

m e r  extends his thesis, the "human sciences-" He ( 1985) writes: 

However, in its current metamorphosis this emerging body of thought contains 
implications of substantial significance. Not only are broad vistas of inquiry opened 
for study. but the foundations of psychological knowledge also are thrown into 
critical relief. When the implications are fully elaborated it becomes apparent that the 
study of social process could become generic for understanding the nature of 
knowledge itself. Social psychology would not stand, in this case as a derivative of 
general psychology. Rather, the latter would be viewed as a form of social process, 
both the grounds and outcomes of which stand to be efucidated by social inquiry. In 
similar fashion, epistemological inquiry dong with the philosophy of science could 
both give way, or become subsumed by, social inquiry. These are indeed bold 
conjectures, and as we shall see, to make good on them may require relinquishing 
much that is sacred. (p. 266) 

There is no distinction drawn between knowledge as a representation of the world, and 

the world that is represented. Rather all fonns of knowledge, whether they are social 

scientific, natural scientific, or our everyday understanding of ourselves, participate in 

social process. To daim to know something is also to take a stance within a society. On 

this Mew, social constmctionisrn takes aim at al1 forms of knowledge and atternpts to 

elucidate the role that each plays within a society. No form of knowledge seerns to 

escape the social constnictionist critique. 



The Lanmiae of Theory 

As we have seen. it is unpromismg to view tbeocetical work as a fom of beiiaviotal description. 
a cefltctioo of ongoing behavioral evcnts, Rathtr. it seems pttferabie to consider theory 
pnncipally in it iinguisric aspects The tbeorist is fundamcntally a source of iinguisac activity. 
This is to say th* the chief producc of thc vast atttmpts at manipulation. control. assesment. 
and quantificatiou are esscntiaiiy word systems, In this sense rhe bebavioral sciences arc similar 
to the humanities: both posscss certain fomis of linguistic expertise. (Gergen. 1982. p. 95) 

in chapter one of this thesis 1 reviewed Gergen's (1978a) critique of experimental 

social psychology. If we follow Gergen's argument it becomes clear that the 

experimenial method distorts our understanding of human behavior, and develops 

theories which are limited in their capacity to reflect the complexity and ambiguity of 

behavior as it occurs across different histoncal and cultural periods. Traditional 

psychological theories are betîer viewed as accounts of humm behavior within a 

particular socid setting-the experimental labontory The experimental method which 

has met with success in the nanval sciences seerns to do more dmage than good when 

taken up in the social sciences. In chapter two of Gergen's (1982) book Toward 

Transformation in Social Knowled~e (TTSK): "The Communal Basis of Social 

Knowledge" he revives this critique under a linguistic argument. 

For Gergen, at least in part, the relative success of the naiural sciences in cornparison 

to the social sciences can be traced to the role that language plays in each. Traditionally 

positivist-empincist science, and by extension the social sciences, have assumed that 

language reflects a reality independent of that language. In a review of 20th century 

philosophies of language Charles Taylor (1985) cdls this a "designative" conception of 

language--words are thought to stand in for, or to represent, an independently meaninghil 

reality (p. 218). A distinction is made between an objective world already invested with 

meaning, and the language which is developed to mirror the meaning dready found in the 

world. Language is meaninghil precisely because it points to or reflects the a priori order 

of reality . 
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When in his early papea Gergen (1973, 1978a) argues that scientific theory distorts 

our understanding of everyday behavior, he seerns to share in this designative conception 

of language. An ideal social science would be one which in the Imguage of theory best 

captures the contours of everyday experience. On Gergen's view, ihis ideal language 

cannot be developed in laboratory settings but must account for historical variables 

whose inclusion in theory brïngs us closer to an understanding of social Life. But Gergen 

aiready problematizes the idea of an ideal theory when he introduces generative theory, 

whose aims are not to capture the contours of social life, but to challenge prevailing 

assumptions and to introduce innovative theories. Generative theory would not find its 

justification in its accuracy of representation. but in its capacity to chailenge and 

innovate. If the designative view of language is challenged by the concept of generative 

theory, then Gergen (1982) more clearly distances hirnself from the designative view in 

TTSK when he writes: 

nius far our analysis has failed to distinguish between experience and language. 
between the world as sensed and talk about the world. We have spoken about 
stimulus factors, psychological processes, and behaviorai activities as if the words 
could fumish an adequate representation of events in nature. In effect, we have 
misleadingly veated words as it they could bear a point-to-point relationship to a 
prefashioned reality. Yet, if we extend our initial argument for continuous alteraiion 
of the experiential world. it becomes readily apparent that in adopting a language of 
entities the experiential world has been transformed. The language has created 
independent and enduring entities in an experienced world of prevailing fluctuation. 
(P. 59) 

Here Gergen comes closer to what Taylor (1985) calls an "expressive" conception of 

language where meaning is not found in an independent reality, but rather the world 

becomes meaningfui in the act of speaking (p. 21 8). Put another way, language use, as a 

communal activity, invests the world with meaning. The world is meaningful insofar as 

one participates in a cornmunity of language users who share certain assumptions about 

the world. And further. if meaning is created in language, in the act of speaking, it 
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becomes possible to transform our understanding of the world. In learning to speak then 

we come to share an understanding of the world with the community who shares in our 

language, but M e r  in language we are ais0 able to challenge prevailing meanings so as 

to move beyond conventional understanding. S w n g ,  then, is an activity in which we 

give expression to, or realize new feelings and undemandings. Taylor (1985) writes: 

What then does language come to be on this view? A pattern of activity, by which we 
expresdrealize a certain way of king in the world, that of reflective awareness, but a 
pattern which can only be deployed against a background which we can never fdly 
dominate; and yet a background that we are never fûlly dominated by, because we are 
constantly reshaping it. Reshaping it without dorninating it, or king able to oversee 
it, means that we never fully know what we are doing to it; we develop language 
without knowing fuily what we are making it into. (p. 232) 

At this point 1 compare Gergen's developing conception of language to Taylor's 

description of the expressive account of language not because they perfectly overlap but 

rather to orient the folfowing discussion. Very broadly, it is clear that Gergen follows in 

the expressivist tradition rather than the designative tradition. Language does not gain its 

meaning by pointing to objects in the world, but rather in a community of language usen. 

1 also introduce Taylor's position so that 1 can later (in chapter 4) contrast it to Gergen's 

developing position. Taylor advocates a hermeneutic mode1 for the social sciences 

wherein Ianguage allows us to clarify our self-understandings-to develop more accurate 

descriptions of our lives. A tension develops between speaking as transforrnative activity, 

and speaking as an activity which must be grounded in previous understanding. On 

Taylor's view, in speaking we are always caught between staying "true" to what we 

already know about ourselves and of saying new things about Our selves. Gergen (1988a) 

later drops the idea that language can be used to provide more accurate descriptions of 

Our lives, and consistent with his emphasis on generative theory, focuses on the 

transformative capacity of Imguage. Unlike Taylor, for Gergen our use of language 

seems to be unbounded. Transformation of understanding is as easy of speaking in new 
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ways. 1 will M e r  ddress Gergen's repudiation of the "hermeneutic" position in chapter 

four. For the present, 1 want to hold to the view that Gergen moves away h m  a 

designative conception of language and toward something like an expressive conception 

of language. This also moves Gergen away h m  an "empincal-analytical" conception of 

science (another term for the positivistempiricist metatheones already discussed) and 

toward a "hermeneutic-interpretive* model of science (Terwee, 1988, p. 15). 

The distinction between designative and expressive conceptions of language also 

reflects a long-standing debate in the social sciences as to whether the social sciences are, 

like the natural sciences, an empiricd-andytical enterprise where theory reflects an 

independent and stable reality, or whether the social sciences are an hermeneutic- 

interpretive enterprise whose theoretical activity ~ansforms the understanding of the 

phenornenon under study. If in the social sciences language proves to be expressive radier 

than designative then the model for the social sciences seerns to corne closer to that of a 

hermeneutic-interpretive enterprise. For Gergen (1 982) the answer to the question of 

whether the social sciences are hermeneutic-interpretive or empirical-malytic tums on 

differences between the subject matter of social and natural sciences. 

Gergen argues that the empirical bais for a science depends on the capacity of a 

community of scientists to develop "ostensive definitions" for their subject matter--that is 

the capacity to provide widely observable examples of the subject matter of interest to 

which the entire scientific community can agree (1982, p.79). The naturai sciences have 

met with some success here because their subject matter possess properties which are 

stable and recurring. To retum to one of Gergen's (1973) earlier arguments, the subject 

matter of the naturai sciences are not influenced by the passage of history or the 

relationship between investigator and subject matter. Gergen ( 1982) provides an 

example: 
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... we may establish the meaning of the term "automobile" by referring to relatively 
endurhg patterns of expenence. (These patterns might commonly be referred to as 
"wheelsn. "engines", "seats." and so on). Brod agreement may be reached prirnarily 
because the relative stability of the experiences aiiows them to be recorded in 
memory and shared with others. To be sure, there rnay be generalized unclarity with 
respect to what constitute the components of the properties of automobile. People 
may disagree with respect to which components or charactenstics are required before 
an object may be called an auto .... In this sense ail object words rnay include a "fuzzy 
set" of constituents. Yet, for more practical purposes, a social group may develop 
agreement as to what constitutes an automobile. an embryo, velocity. temperature, 
and the like by a [italics added] procedure. (p. 80) 

The natural sciences can be considered empirical because the words used to describe 

the subject matter emerges fiom the observation of stable and lecuning phenomenon. 

in contrast, take the case of the social sciences which genedly understands its 

subject rnatter to be interna1 psychological states such as cognitions, motives, intentions. 

and emotions. There are at least three moves which traditionally have been made to 

establish objective referents for the development of ostensive definitions in psychology: 

a) reference to the human body--what Gergen (1 982) calls "spatiotemponl observables"; 

b) inference of a mind like substance through controlled observation; and c)  reference to 

a mind like substance through self-observation/self-perception. Gergen's first discusses 

these three points in TTSK and M e r  elabrates them in the 1986 paper "Social 

Pragmatics and the Ongins of Psychological Discourse." The present discussion shifts 

between arguments presented in both papers. 

Gergen (1986) describes one line of research which holds that psychological states 

"are essentially given in the expressive movements of the body" (p. 1 12). For example 

emotional states might be determined by facial expression, and a proper understanding of 

ernotional states would begin with careful observation of these facial expressions. Gergen 

argues that this line of argument quickly becomes problematic. Unlike objects in the 

nahiral sciences. the human body is not fixed in its movements but rather " h i s h e s  a 
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virtuai infinity of continuously changing sensory experiences" (p. 1 13). Gergen (1982) 

writes: 

Human activity funiishes the observer with a continuous and ever-changing array of 
experience. Eyes, facial muscles, iimbs, voice, fingen, tono, and so on may al1 move 
simultaneously, and the stabzty of pattern may be retained only for the bnefest 
instant (p. 81). 

Given the ever shifking movements of the hurnan body the ability to agree that a 

psychological state is exemplified in overt bodily movements seerns to be less a result of 

direct observation of the body (e-g. anger could equally be exemplified with a scowl, a 

fist swuiging to rneet another person's face, or in the writing of an inflammatory letter) 

and more a nsult of the psychologid comrnunity's ability to agree on the situations in 

which "angern might be said to have k e n  expressed. 

Gergen (1986) argues there is another tradition of psychological research which does 

not attempt to apprehend psychological states through direct observation, but raher by 

drawing inferences about intemal states fiom observation. Here psychological states are 

not identid to their physical expressions, but rather cari be inferred from the observation 

of physical expressions. Gergen (1986) writes: 

On this account, psychological states are not reveaied directly in human conduct; 
rather through careful observation of persons over time one lems to infer the 
existence of various motives, thoughts, intentions, and the Iike. (p. 1 14) 

Psychological tests. questionnaires, or even, as in the previous section observation of 

bodily movements might be used as tools to infer intemal psychological states. For 

example, peoples' consistent performances on a memory test might lead psychologists to 

infer something about the structure of memory (e-g. short term memory only holds seven 

pieces of information at any given time). However, as Gergen reasons, the move to 

inference meets with the problem of induction. There are no legitimate grounds by which 

we can move from observation to inference. As described in the previous paragraph there 
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are no spaîiotempord movernents which would allow investigatoa to posit relations 

between observed behaviors and underlying psychological processes. It seerns rather that 

"the initial hypothesis regardhg psychological source would ... rely on the application of 

preconceptions" originating in a cornrnunity of scientists (Gergen, 1986, p. 1 14). The 

inferred psychologicd mechanisms, then, do not depend upon observation of intemal 

phenomenon, but rather it seerns that it is decided in advance which bodily movements, 

verbal accounts, or performances on psychologicai tests would count as evidence for 

underl ying ps ychological processes. 

There is one other course of action that the social scientist might take in order to 

access to intemal psychological states. If we presume that people are in possession of 

underlying psychological events or states which cause behavior then those who 

experience these psychological states can report on their presence. The experiencing 

individual should be able to "observe" his or own intemal states and report on these in 

qualitative research settings, on questionnaires, or on psychological tests. Gergen points 

up the problem of intemal observation when he examines some of the assurnptions 

underlying this research. The idea of intemal observation first assumes an awkward 

mental dualism in which one part of the mind must act as a sensor, which tums its eye 

upon another part of the mind, which, in tum, fumishes the object to be observed. "Such 

a duaiism is sufficiently awkward that one is invited to consider how such a peculiv 

construction might have acquired such broad credibility" (Gergen, 1982, p. 66). On 

Gergen's view it seerns likely that the assurnption that a mind c m  observe itself does not 

emerge out of an observation that the mind has such capacities, but seems more likely to 

be based on the traditional metaphor of extemal perception. Even if we were to dlow for 

this unlikely mental dualism we are faced with M e r  problems. Gergen (1982) writes: 

If both the sensing process and the sensed data are constituents of the same 
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psychological structure, what safeguards (if any) could be placed over misperception? 
Could the processes one hope to  identify not hinder or distort the very task of 
idenrification itself? Freudian theory indeed posits just the kind of psychological 
processes that would obscure those entities (states, drives, intentions) one hoped to 
ascertain. (p. 66) 

Further, if interna1 perception is anything Wre extemal perception then it would require 

objects to be observed. But "when one inquires into the properties of mental states what 

would enable them to be identifid. What is the size. shape. color. sound, or smell. for 

example, of a thought, a motive, a desire, a need or a hop?" (Gergen, 1982, p.66). When 

a person reports that he or she is happy. sad, fhstrated, or motivated what is the intemal 

state that they are obsenring? On reflection it seems that there are no such objective 

reference for Our reports of intemal states. 

There are two important points which emerge out of Gergen's discussion of ostensive 

definition in the social sciences. First, unlike in the naturd sciences there seem to be no 

enduring or recurring objects which would stand as the reference point for the 

development of unambiguous definitions of psychological phenornenon. Rather, it seems 

that a psychological Ianguage of intentions. motives. cognitions, or emotions does not 

refer to any observable objects but rather finds its meaning in the language which has 

k e n  developed in a scientific comrnunity. Gergen ( 1982) writes: 

... that which is cornmonly viewed as theoretical description in the sociobehavioral 
sciences is fundamentally a product of linguistic convention and is neither guided nor 
corrected by behavioral observation. Observation thus serves as an excuse for 
theoretical work, but is neither its source nor its sanction. (p. 60) 

This is a radical move because it claims that the psychological world is never known 

through observation but through language. And if social science theory is in no way 

grounded in observation then its theones cannot be undermined or challenged by new 

observations. Rather, changes in social scientific theory are guided by linguistic 

conventions. For example, a challenge to the view that human behavior is detennined by 
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cognitive mechanisms cannot be decided by behavioral observation but depends upon the 

social scientist's capacity to challenge the conventions which embed these assumptions. 

Indeed, Gergen (1978b, 1980) does not challenge aaditional social psychological 

research with empirical evidence, but raîher develops an argument which shows that 

social scientific practice rests on historically bound metatheoretical assumptions about 

psychological functioming, or in the present case, assurnptions about the n a t w  of 

language. 

The second challenge which emerges here is to the assumption that hurnan beings 

possess a mind-like substance located somewhere in the individual. If social science 

theory is not designative but rather expressive then theoretical descriptions of mind do 

not find their warrant in an objective entity to which language unproblematically refers, 

but nther finds its warrant in a tradition of philosophical and psychological thought 

which takes the individual mind as the defming property of human being. The move 

toward an expressive conception of language moves us toward a new metaphor which 

could be used to understand human psychology--collectivism nther than individudism. 

Language is not a tool used by individual human beings to communicate observations or 

internai thought processes, but rather language is a property of a community and 

subsequently minds are properties of community. 

This brings us around to the distinction made in the opening of this section between 

empincal-analytical science and interpretive-hermeneutic science. For Gergen the social 

sciences are interpretive. Social scientific theory is not an incontestable description of 

psychological events, but rather it is an interpretive enterprise in which different 

theoretical accounts vie for credibility in a social space. The validity of a particular 

theory is not determined by its capacity to reflect an objective world, but rather it is 

validated by its capacity to make sense within a tradition of social-scientific practices. 
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We can better understand whaî Gergen means by interpretive by drawing on the example 

with which he introduces chapter two of Toward Transfomwtion in Socid Knowled~e: 

If 1 see my gwd friends Ross and Laura approach each other at a social gathering, 
and Ross reaches out and momentarily touches Laura's haK, precisely what have I 
observeci? What action has occurred before me? How am 1 to identiw it? What does 
the action suggest about their relationship and the manner in which 1 should regard it 
if 1 wish to rebin their kïendship? (1982, p. 60) 

Gergen points out that direct observation of the action itself cm tell us  very M e .  That 

is, a measurement of the spatio-temporal particulars of Ross' movements (the angle and 

speed at which Ross moved his arm, the force that the arm exerted as it touched the hair, 

the tirne that the event occurred) do not reveai anything about the social significance of 

the action. Rather, it is the body of knowledge brought to bear on the situation which will 

lead us to an understanding of Ross' actions. For example, if we were to learn that only 

days earlier Ross had declared his love for Laura, we rnight interpret Ross' action as a 

sign of affection. Altemately, we might learn that days earlier Laura had told Ross that 

she thought he was a cold and uncaring person. With this knowledge we rnight reconsider 

our earlier interpretation, and conclude that Ross' action was a premeditated attempt to 

prove to b u r a  that he was an affectioriate person. The in te rp~tdon  of Ross' action is 

not given by an observation of the spatiotemporal particulars, but rather depends upon 

making a judgment which is grounded in Our knowledge of the meaning of these sorts of 

behavion. The pieces of evidence must be weighed against one another with 

consideration given to the possibility that our understanding of the situation cm be 

changed when new evidence is inuoduced. 

Certainly there are limits on the interpretations that we can offer of Ross' actions. 

However, these limits are not determined by empiriwl observations but rather by the set 

of "intelligibility rules" which serve as culturaily s h a ~ d  " d e s  of agreement conceming 

the meanhg of one event in relationship to a secondn (Gergen, 1982, p. 62). Put another 
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way these are d e s  which guide our use of language such that it makes sense to other 

people. Gergen (1982) k t e s :  

Ross' act of touching Laura's hair has no intrinsic dationship to his preceding 
proclamation of live. The proclamation bears on our interpretation prïrnarily because 
of the widely shared rules in Western culture that encourage us to accept both 
proclamation and touch as signals of the underlying emotiond state. (p. 62) 

The important point for Gergen is that these intenigibility rules are established in 

language and as such can be modified in ongoing conversation. M o u s  interpretations 

of a given action can be undermined by the creation of new rules of interpretation. 

Gergen (1982) concludes then that "the lunits to the range of possible intelligibility mles 

would appear to be those bounding the hurnan imagination. In principle any contextual 

indicator has the potential to be used in multiple ways in the semice of interpreting or 

identifying any human actionn (p. 63). 

This last point. that the limits to interpretation are grounded only in the imaginative 

capacity of human beings, seems to be closely tied to Gergen's idea of generative theory. 

Social science operates under a set of intelligibility niles which are f d y  entrenched in 

positivistempiricist metatheones. The assumptions of positivist-empincist science are 

not grounded in observation and as such can be challenged by developing a new set of 

intelligibility rules. Further, the invention of intelligibilities need not stop with the 

critique of positivist-empiricist metatheories. It is possible to continue to reinvent 

intelligibility rules in continuing conversations about the assumptions which underlie Our 

accounts of human behavior, and the interpretations which could be offered if we set to 

developing unique theoretical accounts. 

Gergen has been much criticized for his endorsement of what seems here to be a 

radical relativism-a sort of anything goes attitude. Some critiques suggest that in 

embracing this epistemological relativism he also embraces a moral relativism wherein 
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any type of theory, no matter how devastating its consequences. is endorsed 

(Smith.1994). Other citiques suggest that Gergen's position is stiU enmnched in the 

positivistempincist tradition which he aims to overcome. Terwee ( 1988) writes: 

The conclusion may sound paradoxical: in his radical rejection of the airns of 
empiricist psychotogy, Gergen remains entangied in one central presupposition of the 
empirical-anaiytical world-view. He assumes that apart from the realm of naturd 
science, no real bowledge may be found. and that any pursuit of tnith in the 
humanities is futile. (p. 25) 

Taylor (1988) shares in Terwee's critique of Gergen. It is not necessarily the case that 

when empirical foundations are abandoned any interpretation c m  follow. Both Taylor 

and Terwee argue that there are constraints imposed upon our capacity for re- 

interpretation, and these can be found in the socio-historical period in which people Iive. 

When bom into a culture we l e m  a language in which our lives become meaningful, and 

the interpretations of our actions canot help but be judged against the meanings into 

which we are bom. On this view, it is not possible to re-write the intelligibly rules which 

guide our use of language. The social sciences. and Our understandings of who we are in 

everyday life. are grounded in these niles just as the naturd sciences are grounded in 

empirical evidence. At this point, 1 want to lave this complicated point of contention 

aside. 1 will return to it again when in chapter four 1 discuss Gergen's repudiation of the 

hemeneutic-interpretive movement . For the moment, I want to tum to Gergen' s further 

elaboration of his conception of language within the context of the "ordinary language 

philosophers ." 



as Relational Activity 

if we view language (and here we shall confîhe ourselves to the verbal domain) chiefly as  a set 
of pmctïces empbyed by people for purposts of swxessfiil interchange. then new horizons open 
for the understanding of psychologid discourse. Forms of discourse emerge. for one. as a 
rcsponse to artain practicai problems encounkred in human relationships. In the same way that 
a carpeuter may r c q u i ~  a certain instrument to drive a nail, and the artist artain ùnplements CO 
rcnder a likcness differing vocabularies and grammats may be required to solve various 
problems of hman community. In iight of our initiai concerns. this is to say that much common 
sense as welI as scientific "knowledge of the mind" may gain iu character not frorn the 
actualitics of mental functioning but from problems of human interchange that the language was 
designed to solve. In efftcf the existing ontology of mind maniFesis the s m m  of social 
action What is taken CO cxist on the level of mental functioning can be viewed in iaqe degree as 
the objectification of linguistic practices bom of pragmatic exigency. (Gergen. 1986, pp. 116- 
117) 

Gergen (1982) first refers to the later work of Ludwig Wittgenstein in Toward 

Transformtion in Social Knowled~ to support his argument that the Ianguage of social 

science theory does not bear a point to point relationship with observable objects. But in 

TTSK Wittgenstein's writings are not central to Gergen's argument, and are 

overshadowed by an emphasis on the interpretive nature of social science. Wittgenstein's 

importance to Gergen's project first becomes obvious in "The Social Constmctionist 

Movement in Modern Psychology" when Gergen (1985) writes: 

Wittgenstein's Philosoohical 1nvestig;itions must be viewed as seminal in this regard. 
By asking such questions as where does an individual feel grief or happiness, could a 
person have a profound feeling in one second, and can the features of hope be 
described, Wittgenstein brought into poignant clarity the extent to which the use of 
mental predicates is convention bound .... In effect, many classical problems both in 
psychology and philosophy appear to be products of ünguistic entanglement; with 
clarity conceming the nature and functions of the language the problems may often be 
decomposed. (p. 267) 

Gergen ( 1986) further explores Wittgenstein's work in "Social Pragmatics and the Origin 

of Psychological Discourse" where he argues that cornmonsense and scientific accounts 

of mental life do not emerge out of observation of psychological functioning, but rather 

emerge to solve "pragmatic" problems in human rdationships (p. 116). A language of 

mental functioning emerges to CO-ordinate complex social interactions, and the language 

of psychology is better viewed as a tool which enables certain forms of hurnan 
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relationship. Considering Taylor's (1988) and Tenuee's (1988) critiques of Gergen, this 

emphasis on the pragrnatic nature of language becomes an important point of departtue 

from the hermeneutic perspective. We are certainly bound by convention in our use of 

language, but viewed as a tool, language can also serve to transform the way that people 

understand and relate to each other. Rather than focusing on Ianguage's capacity to 

express what we already know about ourselves, social constn>ctionism turns to Ianguage 

as the tool which can be used to continually undemiine convention and transfomi human 

In particular, there are four points that Gergen emphasizes in his discussion of the 

ordinary language philosophers. These points are entangled, but for the purpose of clarity 

1 will try to discuss each independently. Fit there is the view that words acquire their 

meaning not by pointing to objects in an independent mality, but rather from their use in 

particular contexts. Another way of putting this is that words which we usually take to 

have single definitions are actuaily underdetermined in their meaning--the meaning c m  

never be grasped in a single proposition. Gergen (1986) writes: 

... a t e m  like "aggression" derives its merining from the many contexts in which it is 
employed ... whether one is speakmg about soldiers at war, tennis playen. investment 
policies, wwdchopping, or weed growth in the spring. (p. 139) 

And quoting Wittgenstein, Gergen continues: 

There are countless ... different kinds of use of what we cal1 "symbol."" words,"" 
sentences." And this multiplicity is not sornething fixed, given once and for dl .  (p. 
139) 

This is a challenge to the positivistempiricist conception of Imguage which seeks strict 

definitions for scientific words, and in particular it is a challenge to conventional 

psychology which seeks to provide strict definitions for words like intention. motive, 

ernotion, or cognition. For example, if we want to understand what the word 
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"aggression" means then we are not to look for this in a single context, such as the 

laboratory setting, but rather by observing the way that the word aggression is used in the 

laboratory, the workplace, at home, or in international conflict. Psychology is moved 

from the laboratory to the multiple settings in which words first acquire their meaning. 

The second point is that words acquire their meaning by the way that they are used in 

particular settings. Indeed words cannot be understwd outside of the context in which 

they are used because they develop to achieve particuiar ends unique to these settings. 

Put another way words do things for us. They are like tools each specifically designed to 

evoke a particular response from other people. Here, the ordinary language philosopher 

J.L. Austin distinguishes between "constative," and "perfomative" propositions (Gergen. 

1988b. p. 4). Constative propositions are descriptive--these propositions opente much 

like the positivist-empiricist expects--they directiy refer. or point, to objects in the worid. 

Performative propositions are different because they do not refer. or point, to anphing; 

rather, they do things. "The utterances 'On your mark. get set, go ...',' hello'. 'good-bye', 

or 'here's to you', are performative" (Gergen, 1988b, p. 4). Evidently, performative 

utterances cannot be evaluated for their correspondence to fact--indeed there is no fact to 

which these refer. Rather, as  Austin argues, they can be judged for their "felicity" within 

a "procedure" (Gergen, 1988b p. 4). If a performative is uttered in the proper context. 

and on this is rendered intelligible, then the utterance acheives something. 

Continuing his review of Austin's philosophy, Gergen (1988) argues that constative 

propositions are denvative of performative propositions. That is, even Our "painting" 

words acquire their meaning first as they are used in particular contexts. He writes: 

In particular, let me fmt propose that when we engage in actions that we cd1 
'describe' 'explain' or 'theonze' we are essentially engaging in a performative rituai 
or life form. When we Say that such and such an utterance is 'accurate' or 
'inaccurate', true' or 'false' we are not judging it according to some abstract or 
idealized standard of verisimilitude; it is not its pictoral accuracy that is at stake. 
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Rather, we are indicating its degree of felicity or infelicity in particularized 
circumstances. The proposition that the world is round and not flat is neither tme nor 
false in ternis of pictoral value, i.e., correspondence with the objective world. 
However, by cunent standards, it is more felicitous to play the game of round world 
tmth when flyuig h m  Cologne to Kansas; and more felicitous to 'play it flat' when 
touring the state of Kansas itself. Let me next propose that the felicity of utterances 
we c d  descriptive is derived fkom other performative rituals. That is, the capacity to 
hinction as a perforrnative in the game of description depends on the way in which 
the utterance is embedded within more primitive practices. (1988b. p. 6) 

The langages developed both in the social and the natural sciences are to be undentood 

by the things that they do in particular contexts, and when we say that a particular theory 

is accurate. or me. this is because within the existing language the theory is felicitous. 

The focus of study for social constnictionism, then, becornes a description of the rules 

which guide felicitous language use in particular contexts. For exarnple, it is asked: 

"What elements must a scientific explmation contain in order that it make sense to other 

rnembers of the community?" or "What are the linguistic constraints imposed upon our 

descriptions of psychological states?" Quoting Wittgenstein Gergen ( 1986) asks. why 

Does it sound so queer to say, "He felt grief for one second?" Because it so seldom 
happened? Then what if we were to imagine people who often have this expenence? 
Or such as often for houn together altemate between second-long feelings of deep 
grief and inner joy? (p. 89e) (p. 113) 

Gergen continues: 

In attempting to answer such questions the reader becomes acutely awue of the 
system of conventions in which mental discourse is embedded and unsettled over the 
extent to which it is the conventions theniselves that determine the character of what 
we take to be knowledge of mental conditions. (p. 113 ) 

Put another way Wittgenstein encourages us to describe the "language games" which 

guide our everyday conversations. Gergen (1 994) describes these language games with an 

For Wittgenstein words acquire their meaning within what he metaphorically terms 
"language games." That is, through the ways that they ;ire used in patterns of ongoing 
exchange. The t e m  "batter," "pitcher," "bases," and "home run" are al1 essential in 
describing the game of baseball. In cornmonsense terms, the game of baseball exists 



prkr to the act of description, and a given description c m  be more or Iess accurate 
(think about the abuse heaped upon the umpire who calls "saike" at what obviously is 
a "bail"). From Wittgenstein's view, however, the terms for basebd are not 
dissociated descriptors but constitutive feanues of the game. A pitcher is only a 
pitcher by vimie of one's acceding to the d e s  of the game. In effect, the t e m  
acquire their meaning by their fbnction within a set of circumscribed niles. The act of 
"describing" the game is a derivative of the preceding placement of the relevant t e m  
withui the game itself. (p. 53) 

Language games, then, are iike a set of rules which co-ordinate human activities-they 

d e s e  patterns of human activity intended to accomplish mutual ends. A social 

constructionkt inquiry wouid aspire to describe the Iuiguage games in which our 

activities (both scientific and everyday) are embedded. 

This moves us to the third point that Gergen takes fkom the ordinary language 

philosophea. Traditionally psychologists have held that intentions, motives, dispositions, 

and cognitions are individual properties contained in the mind, or in some scientific 

communities, denvative of brain activity . But on the pngmatic view , psychologid 

languages are a derivative of the language games, or the foms of relationship out of 

which they originaily ernerge. When we describe our ernotions to another person this is 

not a report on an intemal state but nther it is an utterance within a broader pattern of 

activity intended to elicit a particular response from another. Gergen (1994) provides an 

In order to count as legitimate by contemporary standards expressions of jealousy 
mut be preceded by certain conditions. One cannot properly express jealousy at the 
sight of a sunset or a aaffic light, but jealousy is appropriate if one's lover shows 
signs of aRection toward another. Further, if the jeaiousy is expressed to the lover, he 
or she is not free (by current cultural standards) to begin a conversation about the 
weather or to express deep joy. The lover may apologize or attempt to explain why 
jealousy is unwarranted, but the range of options is limited. And if the apology is 
offered, the jealous agent is, again, constrained in the kinds of reactions that may 
inteliigibly follow. In effect, the two participants are engaged in a fom of cultural 
ritual or game. The expression of jealousy is but a single integer in this sequence--the 
ritual would be umecognizable without it-but without the remainder of the ritual, 
jealousy would be nonsensical. (p. 224) 
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Here the expression of jeaiousy is not undemood as the communicaîion of an internai 

state (what would the jealousy that one is reporting on look like?) but rather a response 

embedded in a long sequence of events that is intended to achieve a pdcular end-- 

invoke symparhy or reassurance (which are themselves not reports on intemal states but 

responses to the expression of jeaiousy). Language games, then, provide a framework in 

which human activity is structured and made meaningful. To hvoke another metaphor. it 

is as if in communication with others we are tossed a ball and in order to continue the ball 

throwing game we are expected to throw the bal1 back, and then the bal1 is returned--this 

back and forth activity is continued until one of the participants chooses to lave the 

game. Gergen (1988a) writes: 

Each of my actions is not only a reply to yours, but is simultaneously an action to 
which you reply. In this sense my conduct is neither a response nor a stimulus, but an 
integer in an extended pattern of which both of us are a part. Or to put it another way, 
the two of us (and the numbers could be expanded) together achieve a pattern of 
relationship. (p. 45) 

This move to relationship becomes centrai to Gergen's later wntings where he proposes a 

relational theory of self. 1 will discuss the relational self in chapter three, but for the 

moment want to draw out one last implication of the adoption of a pragmatic view of 

language. 

On Gergen's view, social scientific theories stand in relation to existing bodies of 

Ianguage either sanctioning certain patterns of exchange or chdlenging them. There are 

two issues here. Social scientific theory is of use to a society because it resonates with 

existing forms of discourse, thereby participating in widespread language games. For 

example. in the last chapter it was argued that social psychology was able to flourish in 

the 20th century because it adopted metatheoretical, theoretical, and methodological 

language of positivistempiricist metatheories. A discipline's success, then, depends upon 

its capacity to participate in conventional languages. But social scientific theories also 
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develop languages which can be used to co-ordinate our activities in everyday life. Put 

another way, theory creates a language in which we can "do" relationships with others. 

The number of options that people have open for them in performing relationships are 

limited by the number of languages available for describing particular forms of relations. 

In Gergen's "jealousy" example, described above, it becomes clear that when confronted 

with a promiscuous lover the there are few available responses . This is not because 

people are naturally inclined only to respond in one way to prorniscuity, but because the 

number of languages that we have available for responding in such a situation in very 

limited. The social sciences have been of little help in genenting new patterns of activity 

because they have traditionally valued theoretical accuracy over generativity. The focus 

on accuracy in theoreticai description translates into a impoverished language for doing 

relationships. 

Not only have the social sciences k e n  unable to provide a divenity of theoretical 

accounts, but Gergen (1994) also criticizes them because they are unreflective as to the 

types of relationships which their theories encourage. In as much as theoretical accounts 

provide us with languages for achieving f o m  of relationship, these accounts also 

contain ideological commitments. And insofar as one form of language is pnviieged over 

others, communities who do not share in the assumptions embedded in these theoretical 

languages are oppressed. Though the pragmatic conception of language leads us to 

understand that language CO-ordinates socid activities to achieve social ends, we now 

begin to cross over into what Gergen d l s  "ideological" critiques (1994, p. 34). He 

writes : 

For any group concemed with injustice or oppression, ideological critique is a 
powemil weapon for underminhg confidence in the taken-for-granted realities of the 
dominant institutions: science, government, the military, education, and so on. As a 
generai form, ideological critique attempts to reveai the valuational biases underlying 
claims to tmth and reason. To the extent that such claims are shown to represent 



personal or class interest. they are disqualified as either objective or rationally 
transcendent. (1994, p. 35) 

This point resonates with Gergen's (1973, 1979) earlier c l a h  that social psychological 

theories always prescribe certain forms of behavior. If one is oppresse& forced to speak 

in the laquage of the rnajority, then one is also denied valued patterns of relationship. 

In the context of the emerging social conscnictionism the ideological critique is not 

taken up in order to champion neglected political causes or iifestyles, but to point up the 

fact that all languages, whether scientific, politicai, or religious enable different forms of 

valued relationship. Since there is no empincd touchstone against which to judge the 

worth of these different patterns of relationship, the social constructionist is not 

cornpeiied to choose fiom among them but rather advocates a radical relativism in which 

ail languages are held to be of equal worth . The challenge for the constructionist is to 

provide a space in which dl of these languages can co-exist, or at least meet in 

conversation to create new, shared realities. Gergen (1994) writes: 

What does the culture gain or lose if we constitute the world in terms of the 
economist, the psychologist, the feminist, and so on? How is cultural life improved or 
impoverished as the vocabularies and practices of these cornrnunities expand or 
proliferate? This is not to privilege the evaluation over the intelligibilities and 
practices in question; the moral or political lament, for example, does not constitute 
the "final word" on such rnatten. However, because such evaluations are essentially 
outgrowths of other cornmunities of meaning--other ways of life-it is to open the 
door to a fbller intenveaving of the disparaie communities of meaning. If evaluations 
can be communicated in ways that can be absorbed by those under scrutiny, relational 
boundaries are softened. (p. 54) 

The social constnictionist chooses not to choose among preferred constructions of reality, 

but rather seeks a means by which the culture cm be enriched by an intermingling of 

languages, and conflict averted by engagement in ongoing conversations. Or put another 

way, the constructionist asks all conversational participants to put aside comrnitrnents to 

ideology, morality, truth or objectivity, and engage in a dialogue in which new forms of 
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relationship can be created. In short, as long as conversation continues conflia will be 

avoided. 

Scientific Proeress fro nstructionist Pers~ecti ve 

The question we must now ad- c o r n  the positive potcntial of these views. What do such 
assumptions suggcst for a ~constnicted human science? What is now favond? Whrtt must be 
rejected? For the traditional cmpiricist or security--king s c i e n u  constructionist arguments 
may scem pessimistic. even nihilistic. However. they are so only if one rernains glued to worn- 
out conceptions of the scicntific enterprise. or obfuscating concepuons of tmth. knowtedge. 
objectivity. and progrcss What WC fmd is that in significant degree. traditional empiricist 
conceptions of the craft have narrowed its scope, truncatcd its methods. murzled its possible 
expressions, and Ncumscnbcd its potentid for social utility. In contrasf I propose that when 
properiy exundeci, construcrionist arguments contain enormous potenciai for the human 
sciences, New horizons emerge at every tum. and many are currently un&r exploration, 
(Gergen. 1994. p. 54) 

Traditionally, scientific theones have k e n  assessed by their capacity to reflect 

empincal fact. Indeed, the faith that scientists and non-scientists place in scientific theory 

depends upon the putative relation between theory and fact. If life is sometimes 

confusing, and decisions difficult to make, then science stands in to point us in the right 

direction. But on Gergen's (1994) argument the scientific appeal to foundations for 

tnithful knowledge of the wodd is without epistemological merit. This certainly has 

implications for continued scientific practice, but, more broadly. it has implications for 

the d e  that science plays in society. If scientific theory acquires its rhetoricai power--its 

capacity to inff uence social relationships--hm its appeal to empirical foundations. then 

the constructionist critique dong with the growing body of post-modem. post- 

smcturalist, and postempiricist critiques, threaten to dethrone science and possibly 

dissolve the entire enterprise of theory creation. 

The response to such critiques could be a very pessimistic one. Without any 

foundations for knowledge, or assuredness in the ntiondity or truth-telling capacity of 

science, theory construction cornes to be seen as an elaborate garne, designed to occupy 

those in a privileged position, but surely of no use to the society more broadly. As Shotter 

(1996) has argued. we rnight better abandon the goal of theory creation and turn to more 
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practical pursuits. In addition, theory creation dso poses the threat of its own reification. 

That which is held up as scientific theory may be taken as objective knowledge and, as a 

result, stand unchallenged. Gergen writes: 

To the extent that any reality becornes objectified or taken for granted, relationships 
are h z e n ,  options sealed off, and voices are unheard. (1994, p. 58) 

The danger is that certain patterns of relationship may corne to be held as objectively 

superior to others. and those groups holding minority views, practicing unconventionai 

forms of relationship, are neglected or oppressed. Despite the pitfalls of continued theory 

creation Gergen (1988b. 1994. 1996) argues that a under a pngmatic conception of 

language, scientific theorking can lead to potential social benefits. We must ask: "What 

is the role that scientific theory plays within a society?" On Gergen's (1994) view there 

are three potential contributions that scientific theory can m&e to a society. He writes: 

To appreciate the a m y  of potentials, it is helpful to recall the attempt in the preceding 
chapter to account for transformations in human science perspectives. There 1 spoke 
of tendencies to maintain. to question. and to transfomi traditions. In keeping with 
these emphases, we may also consider various forms of scientific practice in t e m  of 
(1) their contribution to existing institutions or ways of life; (2) their capacity for 
critical challenge; and (3) the* potential for transforming culture. (1 994, p. 55) 

in the first case. scientific theory helps to sustain existing traditions, and to increase the 

efficiency of the workings of a society. In the latter two cases, scientific theory serves the 

generative role of undemuning convention, and then of providing new and innovative 

Ianguages of relationship. 

le Society Science in a Stab 

Before proceeding, it is helphl to introduce a concept that 1 have not yet reviewed- 

the "intelligibility nucleus" (Gergen, 1994, p. 6). Gergen (1994) writes that an 

intelligibility nucleus 

... ideaily forms a set of interrelated propositions that furnish a community of 
interiocutors with a sense of description and/or explanation within a given domain. 



To participate in the intelligibility nucleus is to "rnake sense" by the standards of a 
particular community. Such nuclei may be unbounded and totaiizing (as in the case of 
universal cosmologies or ontologies) or localized and specific (as in a theory of the 
educational process at Swarthmore CoUege); they may cornand broad appeal (as in 
cornmon understandings of the democratic process) or appeal to a small minority (as 
in a religious sect). Further such fonns of intelligibility are typically embedded within 
a broader array of pattemed activities (writing papers, doing experiments, voting, 
praying, and so on). In effect, propositional networks are essential constituents of 
more inclusive f o m  of action. (pp. 6-7) 

The inteliigibility nucleus describes all of the ways of talking, and associated patterns of 

activity, shared by a panicuïar cornrnunity. A comrnunity's strength, its continued 

existence, depends upon the arnount of agreement arnongst these propositional networks. 

For example. in the mid-20th century behavioral psychology was able to sustain itself by 

developing theoretical accounts which were closely tied to positivistempiricist 

metatheones, experimental methodologies, and society's understanding of science and 

psychology. When there is widespread agreement as to the utility of particular forms of 

scientific investigation theory can help "to sustain and/or strengthen the existino form of 

&; and second, it cm cnable persons to live more ade-atelv within these traditions" 

(Gergen, 1994. p. 55). 

The scientist c m  sustain traditions by providing rationdes and justifications for 

particular patterns of activity. For example: 

To explain human action in terms of individual psychologicd processes ... is to have 
fûr different implications for pranices and policies than to explain the same actions in 
terms of social structures. Theories of the former stnp lead us to blarne. punish, or 
treat deviants in a society, while those of the latter favor reorganization of the systems 
responsible for such outcornes. (Gergen, 1994, pp. 55-56) 

Scientists play the role of "articulate, respected, and visible elabontors and pweyors of 

language" whose activities have a significant effect on the development of public policy, 

Iaw making, and the way that people engage others on a daily basis (Gergen, 1994, p. 



Assuming that convention is respected-that patterns of action remain stable-- 

scientists can also help to "facilitate adaptive action" by himishing the culture with the 

kinds of "predictions that enable policies to be forrned, programs put in place, and useful 

information disseminated to the culturen (Gergen, 1994, p. 56). Gergen (1994) writes: 

Within the cornmon realities of the culture, the human sciences can generate, for 
example, reasonably diable predictions of acadernic success, schizophrenic 
breakdown, rates of mental illness, voting pattems, crime rates, divorce rates. school 
dropout rates, abortion requests, product success, the GNP and so on. (p. 56) 

The scientist's knowledge of statistical tools. "sarnpling procedures, recording devices, 

survey questionnaires. experimental methods" become indispensable in documenting 

pattems of conventional behavior such that predictions of hiture actions can be insured 

(Gergen, 1994, p. 56). Here prediction does not depend upon an understanding of 

underlying psychological processes, but rather on the scientist's ability to describe the 

way in which language is conventionally used. The research does not operate to "validate 

nor invalidate general hypothesisn--there is no empincal touchstone against which 

hypothesis could be tested-but rather to enhance social prediction (Gergen, 1994, p. 56). 

stabilizine Convention 

There is also a need for a type of scientific theonzing which recognizes important 

challenges to existing traditions, and continually seeks to undermine theories that might 

corne to be taken as objective and truthful. Gergen (1994) writes: 

Cultural vdues seems altogether too precarious, cherished patterns too quick to erode, 
and undesirable elements always in ascendance. At the sarne time, cultural practices 
are seldom univocal. We swim in a sea of competing intelligibility's, where 
discursive currents from dislocated periods of history--Greco, Roman, Christian, 
Judaic, and more-are forever surging one against the other, and the mingling of 
disparate parts is forever generating new and appeding (or appalling) possibilities. 
Thus, regardless of the dominate cultural reaiities, and thei. related practices, there 
are always groups whose reaiities are scorned, suffenng that goes unheeded, and 
visions of positive change that are muffled by the secure and smctirnonious. (p. 57) 

Put another way, in contemporary Western society intelligibility nuclei which sustain 
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very different patterns relationship continually corne into contact, and in this meeting, the 

stronger, more entrenched inteliigibility, often destmys the weaker of the two. Here a 

critical scientific theory would serve to point up the contingency of deeply entrenched 

inteiligibilities " [offering] a rationale for challenging the dominant redities and their 

associated forrns of iife," such that opposing intelligibilities could exist dongside one 

another or at least engage in conversations that could lead to the cx-eation of new, 

mutuaily beneficial forms of life (Gergen, 1994, p. 57). 

Gergen describes three forms of cntique which could serve in this cntical capacity: 

culture critique, interna1 cntique, and the scholarship of dislodgment. Where tnditionally 

scientists have avoided "ethical or political partisanship" the culture cntique encourages 

researchen to "actively employ [their] skills to make intelligible the moral and politicai 

issues related to our professional domain" (Gergen, 1994, p. 58). Scientists would take up 

society and culture as their unit of analysis, aiming to describe the mord and political 

assumptions which guide out everyday practices and the institutions that we live within. 

For example, the critical psychologist could illuminate the potentials and pitfalls of the 

psychological individualism which underlies most of our democratic institutions. Where 

the culture critique uses scientific theory to examine the surrounding culture, the intemal 

critique tums inward to examine science itself. "In effect, scientists are invited to monitor 

criticize, and cast necessary doubt on the use of their own constructions of reality and 

associated practices" (Gergen, 1994, p. 58). For example. we might investigate the 

assumptions about psychological hinctioning implicit to positivist-empiricist 

metatheones. What are the benefits and disadvantages of promoting an atomistic, 

dualistic, and mechanistic view of human conduct? 

We have encountered both of these forms of critique in Gergen's (1979, 1982,1986) 

earlier writings. They have proven valuable in allowing us to move beyond the positivist- 
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empiricist metatheories and to consider the values irnplicit to the social institutions which 

have traditionally sustained the sociai sciences. But on Gergen's view, these two forrns of 

critique do not do enough to destabilize convention. He writes: 

Both cultural and internai critique are typically grounded in particular value 
commitments: equality, justice, conflict reduction, and so on. However, 
constmctionism also invites a thkd form of inquiry. one less invested in a particular 
value position and more focused on the general disruption of the conventiond. To the 
extent that any reality becomes objectified or taken for granted, relationships are 
frozeo, options sealed off, and voices unheard. When we presurne that there is 
equality, we are blind to inequities; when a conflict is resolved, we are insensitive to 
the suffering in the wings. In this respect, there is value tu be placed on a schoiarship 
of dislodpnt, one that simply loosens the grip of the conventiond. (1994, p. 58) 

The development of a scholarship of dislodgment is important in our understanding of 

social constmctionism because it points out the radical relativism advocated by Gergen. 

On the constructionist view, there is no intelligibility which stands superior to others. Put 

another way in the case of the culture critique the illumination of an injustice and 

subsequent revision of social policy is not decided by the inherent superiority of one fom 

of life over another-again, there are no empirical grounds upon which such superiority 

could be decided. Rather the success of one intelligibility over another emerges with its 

ability to muster social support, to use language in a convincing way, to tap into the 

unarticulated sentiments and values of a particular culture--but the victory of one 

intelligibility nucleus is always at the expense of those who do not share in these same 

views. The scholarship of dislodgment, then, seeks to keep the conversation open. to 

curtail the decisive victory of one intelligibility over another, such that dl perspectives 

are offered the oppominity to flourish. 

The scholarship of dislodgment is modeled after literary deconstruction. rhetoricd 

andysis, and cultural and historical contextudizations, which serve to point up the taken 

for granted assumptions, the rhetorical devices, and the unfounded appeals to authority, 
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which provide intelligibility nuclei with their appearance of rationality and tmthfulness. 

Gergen (1994) writes: 

In locating the metaphors, the narratives, the suppressions of meaning, the appeiils to 
authority. and so on. rationality and objectivity lose their regnancy. With 
consciousness of artifice, the discourse loses suasive power. (p. 59) 

In this scholarship of dislodgement, the contingency of any perspective is revealed and 

the grip of an intelligibility is loosened. For example, if social scientists view the 

products of their investigations not as the possession of individuals, as grounded in 

"tmthful methods," or untouchable metatheones, but nther view these ail as ünguistic 

constmctions aimed at achieving particular social ends, then we find ourselves in the 

position to move beyond the conventional and to embrace new intelligibilities, and their 

anendant patterns of relationship. 

eory as Transformative Tool 

Ln the third phase of scientific inquiry we are challenged to move beyond convention 

and critique, to the transformation of culture and patterns of relationship. The three forms 

of critique reviewed in the last section certainly loosen the grip of convention but in 

themselves are insufficient. This is because critique is always "symbiotically" bound to 

the intelligibilities which they propose to critique (Gergen, 1993, p. 137). Gergen (1993) 

writes: 

In effect, the critique renders support to the ontology implicit in the initial network of 
assextions, an ontology that rnight wither or dissolve without the critical impulse. 
Feminist arguments against male dominance simultaneously reify a distinction 
between men and women; they operate to essentialize gender as a factual difference. 
(p. 137) 

Preoccupied with overcoming dominant patterns of relationship, the cntical human 

scientist is forced to provide a critique which draws on existing languages, thereby 

reinforcing tradition. Gergen (1994) returns to the generative mode1 of theory 
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originally proposed in 1978. Scientific theory is not only to be critical of convention, a 

watchdog for the oppressed but also a tool which can be used to enrich everyday life--to 

titillate people with patterns of relationship previously unconceived. In effect, scientific 

theorists, and the people to whom they disseminate their theories, are invited to 

experiment with the absurd. Gergen (1982) mites: 

Yet it is just this m a d e  of apparent madness that must be donned if conceptual 
progress is to be achieved. In effea. sorne of the greatest conceptual strides are to be 
made when the theorist can bracket the accepted realities and furnble toward the 
articulation of the absurd. It is precisely this capacity that elevates the world of such 
theorists as Freud, Jung, Skinner and Goffman. Each has succeeded, in varying 
degrees, to make uncornmon sense. (p. 157) 

In part. this expenmentation with the absurd can be achieved with the blumng of 

academic boundaries. Psychology, for example, need not stand apart, as if protecting a 

pnvüeged space of knowledge, fmm literary studies, the fine arts, anthropology, history, 

or quantum physics. Rather, in borrowing fiom these previously "foreign" disciplines 

psychology might be supplied with metaphors, methods, and expressive medium which 

could significantly e ~ c h  theory. Here Gergen points to the French feminist wnters who 

are introducing "new and iconoclastie form of wnting into the hurnan sciences" (1994, p. 

61). He continues: 

... as French Feminists irigaray (1974) and Cixous (1986) demonstrate, most 
conventions of scholarly writing are phdocentxic (lin=, binary, dispassionate). 
Their wntings experiment with alternative foms  of expression, fonns they believe 
are more congenial to a primordial ferninine consciousness. (p. 6 1) 

If, as has been argued throughout this chapter, our use of language shapes the f o m  of 

reality, and the patterns of relationship in which we live, then experimentation with new 

fomis of writing is sure to offer new conceptions of reality and new patterns of 

relationship. 

Radical transformation might d so  be found by embracing research methods other 
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than the experimental model. Gergen (1994) writes: 

As new research procedures are made inteliigible. new models for relationship are 
encouraged. Such attempts now emerge with increasing frequency across the human 
sciences. Avoiding many of the ideological and intellectual problems of traditional 
research practices are flourïshing explorations in qualitative research (Denzin and 
Lincoln 1994). henneneutic or interpretive inquiry (Packer and Addison 1989). 
Dialogic methodology (M. Gergen 1989). cooperative inquiry (Reason 1988), 
biographical or life histciry mertaux 1984; Polkinghorne, l988), narrative analysis 
(Brown and Kreps 1993). appreciative inquiry (Coopemder 1990). research as s o d  
intemention (McNamee 1 988). and feminist scholars hip as iived research (Fonow and 
Cook 1991). In each case, new research practices model new forms of cultuml iife. (p. 
62) 

It is unclear where this merging of disciplinary boundaries. this experimentation with 

the absurd, will lead social science theory. It is neither guided by commitments to 

convention or ideology. But there are at least two implications which follow from this 

Imsening of commitments. First, if commitments are loosened then the threat of conflict 

between people is reduced. If taken seriously constnictionism removes the possibility of 

an appeal to ideological or moral foundations. My point of view is not superior to yours 

because it is scientifically proven, endorsed by heavenly powers, or more rational. 

Rather. it is a move within a Ianguage game intended to facilitate patterns of relationship 

within particular tirnes and places. As long as the pattern of relationship is beneficial to 

al1 concemed parties it can be sustained. But when the game becomes threatening or 

b o ~ g  to the participants it can be abandoned and new redities constructed. Second. the 

loosening of commitments opens up the space in which unimagined redities can be 

articulated and new patterns of relationship cm be realized. At first this seems to be an 

aspiraiion only for the particularly imaginative, curious. or daring person; the one who 

grows tired of the everyday, and seeks rejuvenation in play. But as will be argued in the 

next chapter, this playful creation of new forms of relationship becomes a fact of life in 

the postmodern world. 



Chapter Three: Extending the conversation: The Sanirated Self and Relational Theory 

Onc ponders. " How should 1 live my lXe? and considers the "desirc for fuUXng w o k "  
"nteds for loving relationships." hopes for childrea" or "wants for h m c i d  secwity." One 
pauses to consider how the day or the cvening shouid be spent and again account is taken of 
one's wishes. needs. hopcs, and fears Such contcmpktions arc cornmonphce. Yet consider 
some contrasting possibiliacs. How often do we ask for example. "1 wonder what my family 
wüi do with its Me?" "What will my community do this month?" or "How will may mariage 
fare today?" W e  fmd i t  "ody naturai" to contemplate our own personal desires, needs, wants. 
and fears and u, direct our Lives accordingly. I t  is awkward and confusing to lay the self aside 
and to focus on broader uni& of being. Relaaonships corne and go. we beiieve. but self 
mmains wtil dearh. The individuai self is the center of society: relationships are but aMcial 
by-pruducts of interacting individuals. (Gergen. 199 1 a, p. 239) 

Traditionally, psychologists have drawu a distinction between metatheory and theory. 

Metatheory struggles with the guiding principles of a discipline. For example, the 

positivist- ernpincist assumes that there is a distinction between language and reality, that 

psychologicd phenornena can be explained in t e m  of parts rather than wholes, and that 

scientific inquiry should be neuaal and value free. In contrast, and as the previous chapter 

documents, the social constructionist assumes that language is constitutive of its subject 

matter, and that psychological research is best conceived of as a move in a lmguage 

game which sustains partÏcular f o m  of life. On the traditional view, once a 

metatheoretical position is assumed, methods and theories are formulated more or less in 

accord with these assurnptions. In order to preserve neutrality the logical empiricist 

embraces the experimental methoci, and in order to get a sense of the role that a particular 

concept plays in a language game, the social consmictionist gives thought to the 

historical development of that concept. If we assume such a distinction between 

metatheory and theory, Gergen's 1991 book The Saturated Self, the topic of the present 

chapter, can be read as a theoretical derivative of the social constructionist metatheory: 

Once we assume that there are no objective. value free foundations for knowledge, 

we also assume that self knowledge has no objective foundations. The language of self 

understanding does not refer to an objective entity called the self, but rather plays a role 

in a set of language games. The concept of self becomes a tool for achieving particular 
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forrns of relationship. Though pivotal to many of Our undertakings. the concept of self is 

ever-changing, reflecting the uses to which the concept is put in differeat cultural and 

histoncal periods. The self might better be conceived of as a prodvct of relationship-a 

"relational self" as Gergen proposes-finding its ongins in communally negotiated 

meanings, or on a more local Ievel, in the conversations that we have with others on a 

daily basis. 

But we nui into problerns if we retain too sharp a distinction between metatheory and 

theory. Metatheory does not stand above theory. carefully infonning the choices that we 

make at the theoretical level (Gergen, 1994). That is. the move From metatheory to theory 

is not a move d o m  a hierarchy of abstraction, each move taking us closer to an 

empirically real phenomenon. Theory also informs metatheory. and the both of these are 

informed by, and inform the language which we employ in everyday undertakings. 

Metatheory, theory, and everyday language then do not stand in hierarchical relation, 

each immune to the effects of one another. Rather, we might better view each of these 

"levels of the hierarchy" as mutually sustaining forms of discoune (Le. an intelligibility 

nucleus. see Chapter 2), but each of them designed to engage a different audience. The 

social constructionist metatheory finds its place in academia It addresses questions of 

epistemology. truth, explmation. and the Iawhilness of behavior. And while the theory of 

self presented in The Saturated Self can be read to share rnany of the assumptions 

underlying social constructionism, it is not M y  situated in questions raised in the 

academy. Rather. this book is an attempt to bridge the domains of the academy and those 

outside of the academy, to encourage a dialogue rather than an academic monologue. In 

this boûk, the author is not the scientist informing the naive pubüc, but the interlocutor 

attempting to clear a space for mutual exchange. He asks the reader not to mat the theory 

of relational self as an empirically proven scientific truth, or as confinnation of the social 
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constnictionist metatheory, but rather as an invitation to conversation: "Those in the 

hurly-burly of daily hfe required voice, for an articulation of their experiences could 

enrich and edify acadernic debate. 1 hope then to provide some comrnon ground for 

mutuai exploration and eniightenment " (Gergen, 199 1 a, p. x). 

A book on the self is an appropriate starting point for such a dialogue for two rasons. 

First, the self has occupied a centrai place in psychological research. While many 

psychologists view the self as an epiphenomenon-a more or  Iess u s e N  illusion cnated 

by brain chernicals-social, personality, and humanistic psychologists have viewed the 

self as a unifjing force in psychologîcal life. It bnngs coherence and consistency to 

experience and orients one in the world. But despite the important explanatory role that 

the concept of self has played in psychological research, it is now threatened by 

constructionist arguments. Gergen wants to ask: "When foundations for knowledge 

coIiapse what are we to do with the concept of self?" or "What becomes of "self 

knowledge"? 

The second reason that the self is a good starting point for a dialogue between the 

academy and those outside, is that the concept of self has had important influence in 

everyday life. While the uninitiated might not be prepared to discuss cognitive 

development, neurobiology, or connectionist models, there are ample tools available for 

self-discourse in al1 spheres of Western life. If I know anything, then 1 must know about 

myself. The centrality of self knowledge in Western culture is evidenced in the way that 

it is tied into aü of our important institutions. Gergen (199 la) writes: 

Beliefs about the self seem pivotai to al1 our undertakings. We believe that as normal 
human beings we possess reasoning powers, emotions, conscience, intentions; these 
beliefs are critical to the way we relate to others. What could marriage mean if we did 
not feel ourselves capable of love? What would be the purpose of education if we had 
no concept of reason or memory? How couid we tmst others if we didn't believe in 
the power of conscience? ( p. x) 
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This commonly shared space of self-knowledge is Gergen's entry point to a book which 

introduces and invites the reader into a much larger story describing the shift h m  a 

modernist era into a postmodem era. While the self is his starting point, Gergen sets out 

to show that we are also W n g  about a change in the way that we live our lives and 

relate to those around us. Along the way we encounter the conceptual baggage of 

romantic and modemist views of life, the "multiphrenic condition" which accompanies a 

shift from modemist to postmodernist ways of life, and finally the proposed, and 

seemingly inevitable, shift to a relational conception of self and the postrnodern 

consciousness in which it shares (Gergen. 19914 p. 74). 

The Histoq of Self 

W e  piay out Our tivcs Iargely within the language of rommticism and modemism. These 
modes of understanding ourselves and others are built into the fabric of our claiiy relationships; 
without hem daily Me would be unlivable. (Gergen. 199 la. p. 19) 

The thesis of The Satumted Self is that previous vocabularies of self (e.g. romanticist. 

modemist) and the social institutions which they sustained, are falling into disuse. 

Contemporary "technologies of social saturationw place us in relation to people who hold 

radically different values, and opinions than our own. This explosion of relationship 

contributes to the emergence of a postmodem condition under which the consistency and 

reliability of romanticist and modemist discourses are undermined by fragmentation and 

spontaneity. The argument is that modernity allows a concept of self because its values, 

ideas. and practices, are consistent in dl spheres of life, whereas postmodemity does not 

ailow for a concept of self-there is a dispersal of self in relations with other people. 

There are two threats to the self which must be addressed. In the first instance, the self is 

satunted with possibilities of different forms of relationship. I u n  act in one manner 

when at home with the family, play a different role when at work, and then slip into 

another persona ai church. Second, as we confront those with different views than our 
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own we are challenged to bridge this difference in order sustain a working relationship, 

ease political tensions, or sirnply to manage a conversation on the bus. If we are 

unwilling to transcend these differenws we are threatened either with conflict, or with 

irnrnobilization--the inability to adapt to a rapidly changing social space. Here Gergen 

(199 la) wants to replace the "grand" and "totaiizing" narratives (the stones that we 

cornmunaMy tell about the worId and ourselves) of romanticism and modemism 

(narratives which were said to apply to al1 people in al1 places) with narratives that are 

constructed in the immediacy of relationship (p. 245). On this view, the very concept of 

the self (as a stable and enduring phenornenon) is dissolved into relationship for the 

purpose of "getoing dong" with others. 

The Saturated Self presents as a story of histoncf change. The postmodern pend, 

which gives rise to the relationai self, is contrasted with romanticist and modernist 

periods. The romantic self originating in the late 18th century was tied to a style of life 

which valorized profundity and depth. In philosophy, romanticism challenged the 

Enlightenment's focus on dispassionate reason and observation, and charnpioned the 

unknown, unconscious depths of the soul. Life was lived passionately--the individual 

willing to risk dl. even life itself-for the sake of the passions. And romantic art sought to 

express the ineffable and mysticd, hoping that these expressions could bring one 

communion with the mysteries of the universe. But. as Gergen argues, the Enlightenment 

fofus on reason and observation retunis in the 19th century in the fonn of modemism. 

Perhaps caused by the growing interest in global trade, or the successes of natural 

science inquiry, romanticism, in all of its idealistic impracticality, was deemed 

inappropriate to meeting the challenges of this new order. What was understood as 

romantic superstition and unproductive mystical fervor is contnsted with the "hard- 

headed" cornmitment to science and progress characteristic of modemism. Where the 
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romantics had subjected themselves to the unknown forces of nature, modernism, in a 

return to the aspirations of the Enlightenment, sought to dominate and coniml the nan id  

and social world. The 19th centwy was deemed to be the culmination of a "grand 

narrative of progressn in which the striving of human civilization had finaliy corne to 

fruition in scientific and technological gains (Gergen, 199 1 a, p. 30). Further, science set 

out in search of the "thing-in-itse1f'-that "essential unit of matter out of which the 

universe and ail its conditions are constructed," thereby rendering the intangible, 

indefinite, and unknowable world of the romantics fully transparent (Gergen, 199 la, p. 

33). And accompanying this retrenchment of reason the "metaphor of the machine" 

dominated the modernist period (p. 36). Gergen (199 la) wntes: 

There were plenty of reasons to honor the machine in the modernist period. Not only 
could machines generate enormous incomes for thek owners and operators, they 
provided jobs-a solid foundation for the national economy. They were also populist 
in their ends, able to work for the benefit of everyone. The large machines of industry 
could place telephones, radios, washing machines, electncal heaters. and the like into 
vimially everyone's hands. And each of these products was itself a machine, reducing 
labor and opening new and exciting oppominities. (p. 36) 

And Lke in the romantic period, the modemist period lead to the constniction of a 

particular version of self. Where the romantic is mysterious, unpredictable, passionate, 

and dependent upon others, the modernist, like a machine, is transparent, reasonable. 

stable. and self-sufficient--its operating parts (e-g. perception, memory, language) 

amenable to scientific explanation. Of the modemist person Gergen (1991a) writes: 

To know him is to know what to expect of him. His words will be an authentic 
expression of what he truly is-now and in the future. The modemist man is genuine 
rather than phony, principled rather than craven, and stable rather than wavering. (p. 
39) 

Gergen' s historical review of these romantic and modernist vocabularies of self 

already owes much to the postmodem influence in his previous writings. While Gergen 

acknowledges that an unambiguous description of historical periods is problemdc, 
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threatened by alternative intetpretations and descriptions, the histolical review proves 

usefûl in that it loosens up our cornmitment to any single conception of self. Contrary to 

both modemist and romanticist conceptions of self, the postmodeniist begins to recognize 

that the self, like al i  other psychological concepts is a product of a particular historical 

period. The romanticist and modemist vocabuiaries of self serve to achieve particular 

social ends in mirroring particular social settings. 

The Technologies of Social Saturation and Population of the Self 

The change is essentially one rhat immerses us ever more deeply in the social world. and 
exposes us more and mort to the opinions. values, and lifestyks of others. (Gergen. 199 la p. 
49) 

Lnitidy. Gergen prepared The Saturated Self as a text which would introduce those 

outside of the "ivory tower" to contemporary academic debate over the foundations of 

howledge, the dissolution of identity and, in general, the postmodern tum in thought 

(see Chapters 1 and 2). But Gergen soon found that this academic ferment was panlleled 

by a similar ferment in everyday life. He writes: 

Yet as I began the process of 'speaking outward,' my work began to shift direction. 
To bridge the gap between the academic world and the broader public requires some 
sensitivity to the expenences and conditions relevant to this audience. As 1 began to 
focus on the more general state of flairs, 1 was struck by the realization that the 
contemporary upheaval in the academic world is panlleled by major shifts in 
contemporary ways of acting and relating. Increasingly, people are living through the 
'dissolution of self discussed within the academy--and experiencing the shocks of 
dislocation, the dilemmas of identity, and the thrills of newly opened vistas. ( 199 la, 
P- x) 

The disruption of foundations. discovered in both the academy and everyday life, is 

tntced to what Gergen calls the "technologies of social saturation." These "advances in 

radio, telephone, transportation, television, satellite transmission, cornputers and more" 

expose us to "an enormous barrage of social stimulation" (1 99 la, p. xi). "The smûll and 

enduring communities" characteristic of romantic and modemist penods are replaced by 

a social space of "vast and ever-expanding array of relationships" (p.xi). In short, Gergen 
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argues, it is the infiuence of the technologies of social saturation which distinguish, and 

give nse to, the postmodem condition. 

Gergen contrasts social iife in the postmoden age with social life in the romantic and 

modem ages. He writes: 

A century ago, social relationships were Iargely confined to the distance of an easy 
walk. Most were conducted in person, within small communities: farnily, neighbors, 
townspeople. Yes, the horse and carriage made longer trips possible. but even a trip 
of th* miles could take ail  day. The railroad could speed one way, but cost and 
availability limited such travel. If one rnoved from the comrnunity, relationships were 
likely to end. From birth to death one could depend on relatively even-textured social 
surroundings. Words, faces, gestures, and possibilities were relatively consistent, 
coherent and slow to change. (199 la, p. 61) 

A century ago life was lived within the confines of a single intelligibility nucleus. The 

"cast of others remained relatively stable," and the values and goals which defined one's 

existence were affirmed on a daily basis (p. 62). This insulvity of community gave nse 

to and sustained both romanticist and modernist conceptions of self. One's identity. stable 

and unchanging, is confirmed in the stable and unchanging f o m  of relationship that one 

engages in everyday practice. Put another way, socio-political life was reflected in the 

self. 

The stability of traditional communities (and as such, stability in identity) is 

challenged when the technologies of social saturation embed us in social Iife unlike ever 

before. "Low techw developments (railroad, public postal services, the automobile, the 

telephone. radio broadcasting. motion pictures, and pnnted books) offer the potential of 

extending relationship beyond the immediate comrnunity (Gergen, 199 1, p. 53). "Each 

brought people into increasingly close proximity, exposed thern to an increasing range of 

others, and fostered a range of relationships that could never have occurred before" (p. 

53). Further, the last twenty years have brought us "high techw developments (e.g. air 

travel, television, video, electronic-mail, and fax services) which on the one hand greatly 
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facilitate the f o m  of relationship enabled by low tech developments. but which also 

brings relationship even closer, through for example the television, or the intemet (p. 53). 

Relationship is no longer limited by physical presence. but can be achieved a great 

distances and speeds. Gergen (199 la) sumrnariw: 

For much of the world's population. especidly the industri Jized West, the srnail. 
face-to-face community is vanishing into the pages of history. We go to country inns 
for weekend outings. we decorate condominium interiors with clopboards and bras 
beds, and we dream of old age in a rural cottage. But as a result of the technological 
developments just desaibed. contemporary Life is a swirling sea of social relations. 
Words thunder in by radio, television. newspaper. mail. radio, telephone. fm, wire 
service, electronic mail, billboards, Federal Express. and more. Waves of new faces 
are everywhere-in t o m  for a day. visiting for the weekend. at the Rotary lunch. at 
the church social-and incessantly and incandescently on television. Long weeks in a 
single community are unusual; a full day within a single neighborhood is becoming 
rare. We tnvel casually across town, into the countryside. to neighboring cities, 
States; one rnight go ihirty miles for coffee and conversation. (p. 6 1) 

In this high-speed, high-tech world, where new relationships are encountered on an 

hourly basis. the stable and enduring self is populated with possibilities for relationship. 

Not only are we caught up in relationships with friends and family, but at every tum new 

relationships present thernselves. For example. "...the next telephone cal1 cm thmst us 

suddenly into a new relationship-with a Wall Street broker, a charity solicitor, an alurnni 

campaigner from the old school. a childhood Fnend at a nearby convention. a relative 

from across the country, a child of a friend, or even a sex pervert" (Gergen. 199 la, p. 63). 

While rnany of these relationships are short Iived and superficial. they nonetheless 

require a mornentary cornmitment of self, and oftentirnes push us up against values and 

opinions much different from our own. As the technologies of social saturation enter our 

lives the stable community of fiends and family is potentially disrupted. 

As one is increasingly exposed to these various fonns a relationship a repository of 

possible relations grows-a set of knowledge which prepares one to engage others as they 

present thernselves in constantly shifting forrns. Gergen (199 la) describes this increasing 
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repository of relational knowledge as a "population of the self" (p. 68). In other words, 

the self is filled up with the knowledge of how to act in a variety of situations--by simply 

pdc ipa t ing  in a postmodem society, we become farniliar with ali of the possible 

pattern of relationship which we rnay at one time be called upon to adopt. In fact, if one 

is to adapt to the every shifting array of people encountered in socid life, one must be 

able to change the way in which he or she relates to others as the pxticular encounter 

demands. The scientist who plays the role of detached and neutrd observer at work, must 

leam to play the role of close and compassionate cornpanion to husband or wife, of 

teacher and parent to one's child, of shrewd investor to the banker, or of eager and 

willing student to an adrnired colleague. The number of roles to be played expands as one 

becornes increasingly irnmersed in the social world of interdependencies. In short, if one 

is to participate in di of the relationships which postmodern life affords. one is required 

to shift one's language, one's persona, in each new encounter, and m e r  be prepared to 

"invent" a new self as previously unencountered relationships unfold. 

This population of the self stands in contrast to romantic and rnodemist vocabularies 

of the self which conceived of the individual as stable and coherent in his or her 

relationship to othen. Identity tumed on the capacity to remain, for example, 

compassionate in dl situations-whether at work, at home, or when dealing with the local 

merchant. Thus. we sit on the cusp of a shift from the modernist conception of a stable 

self whose properties characterize the individual, to a postmodem image of the self as 

shifting. and ever-changing, constituted by the imrnediacy of relationship. The population 

of the self is an early indicator of this shift. Fueled by the technologies of social 

saturation, the modernist individual self is "filled up" with possibilities for relationship, 

but unable to bear the weight of npidly expanding relationship fdls into a "multiphrenic 

condition" (Gergen, 19914 p. 73). 



The Multiphrenic Condition 

A multiphrenic condition emeqys in which one swirns in ever-shifting. coctciitenating. and 
contenaous cumnts of king. One bears tht burden of ait Uicrrasing array of oughts. self 
doubts and irrationalitits. Tht possibity for commiued romanticism or strong and single- 
minded modcrnisn rcceûes and the way is opened for the posmockm king- (Gergen. 1991a. 
p. 80) 

The population of the self leads to increasing anxiety and expendinire of energy. A 

tension arises between the individual, consistent and stable self, and the impositions of 

relationship which constantiy demand one to be more than one conceives of oneself. As 

relationships multiply, the image of a stable and enduring self is tom apart. and what 

follows is a condition of multiphrenia: 

...g enerally refening to the splitting of the individu& into a rnultiplicity of self- 
investments. This condition is partly an outcome of self-population, but partly a result 
of the populated self s efforts to exploit the potentials of the technologies of 
relationships. In this sense, there is a cyclical spiraling toward a state of 
multiphrenia. As one's potentials are expanded by technologies, so one increasingly 
employs the technologies for selfexpression; yet, as the technologies are further 
utilized, so do they add to the repertoire of potentials. It would be a mistake to view 
this multiphrenic condition as a form of illness, for it is often suffused with a sense of 
expansiveness and adventure. Someday there may indeed be nothing to distinguish 
multiphrenia from simply 'normal living.' (Gergen. L 99 1 a pp. 73-74) 

While concerns and doubts about identity and selfhood may already be familiar to the 

modernist-for example, the threat of losing one's identity in the face of the other-- 

Gergen's contribution is to point out how these concerns are expanded and intensified 

under the multiphrenic condition. These are no longer the isolated concems of 

existentialist philosophers and psychiatrists, but an increasingly cornmon distress 

synonymous with Living contemporary life. The question is: "As one is dispersed in 

relationships how is one to retain a coherent unified self?" Gergen describes three of the 

most prominent syrnptorns of multiphrenia. 

First, as the self is increasingly populated one finds oneself constrained, unable to 

fiilfill ail the relationship requirements demanded by the world. The technologies of 

social saturation free people to participate in multiple f o m  of relationships-to exercise 
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one's sellhood unlike as ever before-but people are also enslaved by these relationships. 

"For each person, passion, or potential incorpora& into oneself exacts a penalty-a 

penalty both of king and of being with" (Gergen. 199 1 a, p. 74). The penalty to being is 

found in the desire to do as the other person does-to enjoy the lifestyle enjoyed by al1 

those that one encounters in social life. Ironically. while each new relationship presents 

the opportunity to explore new vistas of selfhood, the likelihood of hilfilling d l  of these 

desires Limits one's perceived achievements. "To want reduces one's choice to want not" 

(p. 74). One is puiied to expand selfhood, but is also fnisnted by the inability to take 

advantage of every opportunity. 

We are also penalized for king with. Here, the pragmatics of getting dong in 

relationship take their toll. "To sustain relationship requires an honoring of the 

definitions-40th of self and other. If two penon become close fiiends. for example, each 

acquires certain nghts, duties and privileges" (Gergen, 199 1 a, p. 75). And as relationships 

multiply. we find each relationship characterized by unique demands which require 

attention and time. "Thus, as relations accumulate and expand over time there is a 

steadily increasing range of phone calls to make and answer, greeting cards to address. 

visits or activities to arrange, meals to prepare, prepantions to be made. clothes to buy. 

makeup to apply" (p. 75). As one embraces the technologies of social saturation one also 

embraces the demands which these place on individual time and energy. in short "there 

lire 'opportunity costs*" and the libention offered by these technologies "becornes a 

swirling vertigo of demands" (p. 75). 

The second threat that the population of the self presents is an "expansion of 

inadequacy" (Gergen. 199 1 a, p. 76). In everyday life we are conhnted with people of 

different vdues ail presenting various ideais or attitudes conceming the good, proper, or 

exemplary person. Gergen writes: 



Many of us carry with us a 'ghost of the father' reminding us of the vdues of honesty 
and hard work, or a mother challenging us to be numiring and understanding. We 
may also absorb h m  a friend the values of maintainhg a healthy body, h m  a lover 
the goal of self-sacrifice .... Normal development leaves most people with a rich range 
of 'goals for a good life' and with sufficient resources to achieve a sense of personal 
weli-being by hilfilling these goals. (p. 76) 

Under the population of self these visions of the good may eventually corne into confiict. 

How is it that one can be a caring and compassionate father in the moming. and only half 

an hout later becorne a cold and uncompromising business person? "Each voice of value 

stands to discredit all that does not meet its standard. AU the voices at odds with one's 

current conduct thus stand as internai critics. scolding ridiculing, and robbing action of its 

potential fulfillmentw (p. 77). And again, in the relationships that one chooses to engage, 

one also adopts certain value stances and neglects other stances. The cold and 

uncompromising business person, cannot iive the idealized Life of the cmïng and 

cornpassionate social worker, though this form of relationship may perceived to be of 

equal or even greater social wotth. The inadequacy. or regret, of one's M e  choices, given 

the possibility of having been something other, creeps up on the saturated self. 

Third, Gergen points to the "recession of ntiondity" (199 1% p. 77). Rationdity, the 

means by which we justiQ Our chosen activities to self and other is itself a "by-product of 

social participationn depending upon the opinions and views of others (p. 78). One 

justifies his or her life choices aiways in the context of the reasons that others have 

offered for their life choices. For example, a college education is a justifiable enterprise 

because, it is reasoned. higher level education prepares one for the job market. expands 

one's consciousness, and contributes to the good standing of one's nation in relation to 

other nations. But given the technologies of social saturation, we quickly stumble across 

equally compelling reasons for avoiding college. It  is a bourgeois institution, it dulls the 

mind rather than expanding the mind, and it excludes those who cannot afford its high 
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prices. As the number of reasons justifying, or criticking one's views. activities. and 

lifestyle are multiplied, Life decisions become paraiytic. Gergen (1991a) provides the 

example of casting a presidential vote: 

Where one might have once employed a handful of rational standards, or seen the 
issues in only limited ways, one can now employ a variety of cntena and see many 
sides of many issues .... hcreasing the cnteria of rationality does not, then, move one 
to a clear and univocal judgment of the candidates. Rather. the degree of complexity 
is increased until a rationally coherent stand is impossible. In effect as social 
saturation steadily expands the population of the self, a choice of candidates 
approaches the arbitrary. A toss of a coin becomes equivalent to the diligent1 y sought 
solution. We approach a condition in which the very idea of 'rational choice' 
becomes meaningless. (p. 79) 

The effect of the population of self appears in al1 spheres of life. Unable to assess the 

validity of one set of reasons over another. one finds oneself unable to exercise the 

agency prized under modemist and romantic visions of the self. One is tossed about in a 

sea of reasons unable to enter the debate; unable to offer a reason for one's choices or 

opinions. 

Gergen (199 la) concludes the section on multiphrenia: 

So we find a profound sea change taking place in the character of social Life during 
the twentieth cenruiy. Through an array of newly emerging technologies the world of 
relationships becomes increasingly saturated. We engage in greater numbers of 
retationships, in a greater variety of forms, and with greater intensities then ever 
before. With the multiplication of relationships also cornes a transformation in the 
social capacities of the individual-40th in knowing how and knowing that. The 
relatively coherent and unified sense of self inherent in a traditional culture gives way 
to manifold and competing potentials. A rnultiphrenic condition emerges in which 
one swims in ever-shifting, concatenating, and contentious currents of king. One 
beais the burden of an increasing array of oughts. of self doubts. and irrationalities. 
The possibility for committed romanticism or strong and single-minded modemism 
recedes and the way is opened for the postmodern king. (p. 80) 



From Self to Relationship 

In this tra the self is redefined as no longer an essence in itself. but relational, In the 
posbnodem worid. selves may becorne manifestations of rtIationstiip. thus placing 
relationsbips in the centrai position oampied by the individual self for the last several hundred 
years o f  Western history. (Gergen, 1991a. pp. 14647) 

In chapter six "From Self to Relationship" Gergen describes the transition h m  

modernist self to relational self in three phases: a) "strategic manipulation", b) "pastiche 

personalityn, and c) "relational self (1 99 1 a, p. 147). The smtegic manipulator, 

overwhelmed by the feelings of anxiety and confusion characteristic of the multiphrenic 

condition, signals the f k t  intimations of the break with traditional conceptions of self. 

Gergen (1991a) writes: 

One is increasingly thmst into new and diffe~nt relationships--as the network of 
associates expands in the workplace, the neighborhwd is suffbsed with new and 
different voices, one visits and receives visitors from abroad, organizations spread 
across geographical locales, and so on. The result is that one cannot depend on a solid 
confirmation of identity, nor on cornfortable patterns of authentic action. One 
confronts scores of new and different demmds. How is one to act polite, rationai 
firm. humorous, or affectionate, for example. with people from other countries, ethnic 
and age groups, econornic backgrounds, religions and so on? As one shuffles and 
searches for appropriate forms of action, identity is more Iikely to be questioned than 
c o n h e d .  One confronts subtie hints of doubt: 'Who are you?' 'What do you hide?' 
'Give me proof?' The result of this wrenching h m  the farniliar is an enhanced sense 
of 'playing a role,' managing impressions, or acting a part to achieve goals. (p. 148) 

The svategic manipulator still rememben the authenticity of rommtic and modern 

conceptions of self, and as such is al1 the more distressed that social life does not allow 

for such authenticity. One must always pretend to be something other than one is. In 

order to get dong at work, on a trip oversees, or on an intemet joumey, one must 

constantly deviate from the essential image of who one is. And as one struggles to 

recover this essential core of self one is constantly rerninded that he or she never has time 

for this self anymore. 1s one more me to this self at home spending time with the family, 

at school dedicated to scholarship, or at work dedicated to ascending the career ladder? If 

equal time is dedicated to al1 of these tasks, and the forms of relationship which each 
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entail, and M e r  if the f o m  of relationship in which one participates threatens to 

expand on a daiïy basis, thus infnnging on previous forms of relationship, the question 

must arise: "Am 1 ever my true self?" or "Has my true self been lost dong the way?" 

The strategic manipulator increasingly becomes aware that he or she no longer has 

the time to give expression to tme seliood and is faced with the prospect of playing a 

role-in every activity being something other than he or she truly believes him or herself 

to be. And this dissolution of self is further accompanied by the awareness that the sense 

of self once prized may not be the best sense of self that one rnight have. Gergen's 

discussion of the "expansion of inadequacy" retums. He writes: 

It is not simply the local community that dictates the nature of the good, but vimially 
any visible community. In the traditional community a man might live in tranquility 
simply by king sincere, amiable, reliable, and reasonably effective at work--a 'good 
guy' a mensch. In contrast the middle class male in a socially saturated context can 
scarcely claim self respect unless he can demonstrate proficiency or participation in [a 
variety of activities] ... With each expansion in the criteria of the good, the individual 
is again forced out of the cornfortable patterns and univocal affirmation. Increasingly 
one sense the superfïcidity of one's actions. the stntegic marketing of personality. 
(1991a, pp. 148-149) 

The strategic manipulator is caught between modemist conceptions of self, which 

demanded of the individual authenticity in the face of others, and the technologies of 

social saturation which, if one is to retain the sense of authenticity--of doing al1 of the 

things expected of a good person--tax one to the point where one is ovenvhelmed by the 

sense that he or she is no longer authentic. but simply playing the roles expected by an 

increasing array of others. Gergen (199 la) writes: 

The nausea of dissimulation is the burden of the modernist in an increasingly 
sahiraîed society. As one casts out to sea in the contemporary world, modemist 
moorings tm slowiy left behind. It becomes increasingly difficult to recdl precisely 
to what core essence one must rernain me. The ideal of authenticity frays about the 
edges; the meaning of sincerity slowly lapses into indeterminacy. (p. 150) 

Eventually the strain imposed by the lifestyle of the strategic manipulator reaches its 
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breaking point and the strategic manipulator abandons the reliance on an essential 

conception of self accepting the reality of the hgmentation of being. If 1 cannot find my 

me self in any of my activities, then 1 will take advantage of the technologies of 

saturation to expand myself in as many directions of possible. The strategic manipulator 

becomes a "pastiche penonality" which Gergen (1991a) describes as: 

... a social charneleon constantly borrowing bits and pieces of identity h m  whatever 
sources are available and construcîing them as useful or desirable in a given situation. 
If one's identity is properly rriiinaged, the rewards can be substantial-the devotion of 
one's intimates, happy children, professional success, the achievement of cornrnunity 
goals, personal popularity, and so on. (p. 150) 

The mguish of the strategic manipulator gives way to a self which does not seek itself in 

its own activities, but rather seeks itself in the possibilities of relationship afforded by 

others. Here, seeking self expansion, one seeks out new forms of relationship, and 

without guilt can potentially fulfül aii  desires. "Life becomes a candy store for one's 

developing appetites" (p. 150). 

But the relationd self has not yet emerged. The pastiche personality still reflects the 

modernist conception of self. The expansion of self is still just that--an expansion of self. 

It is the individuai who casts out arnongst a sea of others in search of new forms of self 

expression. and it is the individual self which reaps the rewards of this expansion. The 

transition fkom strategic manipulator to pastiche personality is a shift from discornfort to 

bliss, but the not the shift from self to ~lationship that Gergen foresees. Where the 

strategic manipulator is disturbed by the loss of essence, and the perceived superficiality 

of d e  playing, the pastiche personality frolics in the supemcidity of self, and seeks to 

refine his or her role playing capacity. 

The emergence of the relationai self padlels arguments in the academic sphere. As 

reviewed in chapter two, social constnictionism emerges out of the constitutive 

conception of language. Here language does not originate in the individual but rather 
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emerges fïrst in cornmunity. as a negotiated set of meanings. This leads Gergen to a 

relationai conception of human interchange, wherein the language of relationship gives 

form to psychologicai knowledge. and most relevant to the present chapter, conceptions 

of self. In Realties and Relationship, addressing an academic audience, Gergen (1994) 

extends the implications of this relational conception of self, and language, to argue that 

the individualistic conception of self must give way to a relational conception of self. 

Gergen (1991a) draws on these arguments in the Sat~uated Self where he wntes: 

The case is clarified by focusing on the language of self-construction--the words and 
phrases one uses to characterize the self. As outlined in the preceding chapters. it is 
impossible to sustain the traditional view of language as an outer expression of an 
inner reality. If language tmly served as the public expression of one's private world, 
there would be no means by which we could understand each other. Rather, language 
is inherently a form of relatedness. Sense is denved only from CO-ordinated effort 
among persons. One's words remain nonsense (rnere sounds or markings) until 
supplemented by another's assent (or appropriate action). And this assent too, 
remains dumb uneil another (or others) lend it a sense of meaning. Any action, from 
the utterance of a single syiIable to the movement of an index finger, becomes 
language when others grant it significance in a pattern of interchange; and even the 
most elegant prose c m  be reduced to nonsense if others do not grant it the right 
meaning. In this way meaning is bom of interdependence. And because there is no 
self outside a system of meaning, it rnay be said that relations precede and are more 
fundamental than self. Without relationship there is no language with which to 
conceptudize the emotions, thoughts, or intentions of the self. ( 199 la. p. 157) 

The relational self emerges when these academic insights are realized in everyday 

practical activity. A shift from the pastiche personality to the relational self is also a shift 

h m  an individualistic conception of self (packed with possibilities and potentids of self 

expression) to a communal conception of self (no longer packed full, but always engaged 

in relation to others). in Our "self-knowledge" we depend upon the participation of others. 

We r e t m  then to the thesis of Gergen's book-as f o m  of socid life change so do 

conceptions of self. Technologies of social saturation draw us toward a selfhood which is 

no self at ail. Once stability and endurance of romanticism and modemism give way to 

fragmentation and contingency of postmodernism, the self no longer becomes the unit of 
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analysis, but rather the relationship becomes cenual. We move from situation to situation 

in which different forms of relationship are realized, and there is nothing which 

transcends or Luiks these relatïonships. We are, in a sense, different persons each tirne 

that we engage a new relationship. The romantic and modemist need to reflexively dnw 

these relationships into a coherent whole is resisted. We present ourseIves as fragments, 

each relationship only a fraction of all the relationships in which we participate. 

This move away from the coherence of self to hctured Living opens up the 

possibility for playful renegotiation and reconstruction of relahonship. Aspirations to 

truthhil tellings of self are replaced by an invitation to a "carnival" wherein "we might 

play with the truths of the day, shake them about, try them on like hnny hats" (Gergen. 

1991a, p. 189). This carnival of self construction is anticipated in the attitude which many 

postmodem scholvs bring to their work playing with traditional f o m  and expressions. 

and reflexively poking fun at their own efforts. Here, scholarIy writing is no longer taken 

as a serious effort in which tmth is given form, but rather as an opportunity to play with 

words and to invent new foms  of expression. Both the wnting and the reading becomes a 

game in which the challenge is to quickly leam the rules and to share in its jocosity. 

Gergen (199 la) is cautious here recognizing the perils of unhindered playfulness: 

How are we to respond, for example. to the death of a child, life in a cancer ward, 
crack houses in D.C., the condition of South African blacks, or the Holocaust? Does 
one wish in these instances to simply let the signifiers frolic and go piss in the wind. 
Even the most jaded postrnodem would stop short of such a conclusion. (p. 194) 

To soften these insensitivities Gergen proposes a "serious play" in which we honor the 

intemal validity of existing Imguage games and practices, but nevertheless recognize that 

these are contextualiy bounded and contingent (p. 193). Thus. we are equipped with the 

capacity to take seriously the uiherited dilemmas of romanticism and modemism. ail the 

while retahing the right to step back and consider the perspective offered by those from 
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different communities and traditions, 

At the outset of this chapter, 1 presented two dilemmas which the relational self 

emerges to resolve. The first is the loss of an identitiable coherence of self experienced in 

the distress of multiphrenia, and the second is the potential for conflict which folIows 

h m  the meeting of those who hold radicaily different opinions. The concept of relational 

self moves toward the articulation of a language in which these dilemmas can be 

overcome. Multiphrenia emerged out of the modemist self s hability to cope with the 

social saturation. The modernist self is burdened by the multiplication of relationship and 

the demands placed upon the individual self. But the language of relational self, in its 

emphasis on hgmentation and playfulness, forgets the dilemmas of authentic selfhood. 

In the relational vocabulary there is no self remaining that can be filled up or 

ovenvhelmed by the imposition of others. In other words the self has been dissolved into 

multiple relationships. Second. the postrnodern pnoritizing of relationship averts the 

conflicts inherent to the modemist language of authenticity and difference. Here, 

difference is sacrificed for the mutually beneficid goal of "getting dong" in relationship. 

If ideology and tradition get in the way of reldonship, participants are invited to lay 

aside these differences. recognizing that they are in fact playful constructions of a 

paaicular tirne and place. The aim, then, is to construct new forms of relationship--new 

language games, new f o m  of play-more appropriate to getting on with the tasks at 

hand. In other words, if more time is dedicated to constructing new forms of relationship, 

less time will be spent planning the demise of the other. 



Toward a Vocabularv of Relationship 

Rclationships cannot bamme the &ty by which life is Iived until the= is a vocabuiary 
through which they realized (Gergea 1991a. p. 160) 

Romantic and m o d e m  conceptions of self retain their hold on contemporary 

Westem life because there is a well established vocabulary which speaks to the reality of 

deeply felt emotions, and coherent experiences of self. Gergen (199la) writes: 

Still, the deveiopment of relatedness as a fundamental reality will proceed but slowly, 
for as we have seen, the Westem vocabulary of understanding pesons is robustly 
individualistic. The culture has long k e n  cornmitted to the idea of a single. conscious 
self as the c n t i d  unit of society .... Thus we stand at the present historicai juncture 
with a massive array of terrns to depict the individual. It is the individual who has 
hopes, fears, wishes, thoughts, desires. inspirations. and the like. These are the terrns 
by which we understand daily iife, and which are embedded within our patterns of 
interchange .... It is as if we have a thousand terms to describe the individual pieces in 
a game of chess. and vimially none by which we cm articulate the game itself. (p. 
160) 

This vocabulary is strained under the technologies of social saturation rendering the it 

problematic both at the conceptual level (where the modernist quest for a consistent self 

no longer becomes plausible), and at the expenential level (where the self is tom apart 

under the threats of multiphrenia). Here, The Satunted Self plays a dual role. On the one 

hand, it documents the rise of technologies of social saturation and their effects on human 

relationship and psychology. On the other hand, it pushes toward the construction of a 

vocabulary of relationship, therein seeking to provide a language which could better help 

us adapt in the postmodem world. It is the construction of this vocabulary of relationship 

that 1 consider in this section. This rnoves us fmn the relational self to Gergen's broder 

effort to develop a relational theory, in which d l  of our traditional psychological, 

sociological, and political concepts could be rethought in terms of relationship. 

In his reading of The Saturated Self Michael ( 199 1) argues that Gergen has not 

sufficiently explored the assurnptions which underlie his narrative account of the rise of 

postmodemism. On the one hand, Gergen presents the relational self as if it were "an 
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emergent property of contemporary Western life," an alrnost naturaI consequence of the 

technologies of social saturation (Michael, 199 1, p. 147). On the other hand, consistent 

with the constructionist thesis that al1 namatives or al1 stones of historicai and 

psychological change are social constructions, Michael encourages us to inquire into the 

"vision of the promised self of postmodernity" presented in The Saturated Self ( 199 1, p. 

147). In other words, in proposing ihe relational self Gergen dso offers an ideal account 

of what the self could or should be Wce in the postmodem era Michael(1991) writes: 

The point is that we can now ask, where does such a vision of the promised self of 
postmodeniity corne b m ?  How is it constructed h m  the evidence and anecdotes 
Gergen furnishes us with? 1 would suggest that there is ... an Utopian vision in 
operation here, one in which multiplicity, difference, shifang perspectives is 
valorized. There is an echo of Nietzsche's Dionysianism (Nietzsche, l956/l97 1). (p. 
r 47). 

Tolniitn, Coughlan, and Robinson (1996) reach a similar conclusion when they argue that 

Gergen advocates the ided of a "civil society" which is to realized through a "rhetoric of 

cornrnon citizenship." (p. 125). On their reading, the language of playfulness, language 

garnes, and fragmentation is developed to soften barriers between class, race, and gender 

with the purpose of dlowing ail persons to participate in the construction of, what Gergen 

also Iater calls, the "good society" (Gergen, 1996, p. 15). While Gergen is carehil not to 

Iimit his definition of what the gwd society is, at a minimum is to provide a space in 

which no person is Iocked out of ongoing debate simply because they hold a different 

opinion from the majority-the prevailing intelligibility. 

Given Michael's (199 1) and Tolman et al.'s ( 1996) comments, we rnight argue that 

Gergen aims to develop a relational vocabulary for two reasons. First, in the posunodem 

world it is no longer possible to develop grand narratives--patterns of relationship which 

hold true in al1 places and al1 times. Because the stable and coherent cornmunities of 

romanticism and modemism have fallen away, there is no longer widespread agreement 
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as to what the true narrative would be. In a sense it is necessary to set aside the narratives 

which have fueled romanticist and modernkt societies and to start again. Each 

relationship that one cornes to is, in a sense, a new community guided by ifs own 

Ianguage garnes, and its own version of play. In the posVnodem wodd eacch new 

encounter becornes the oppominity to constnict a new forrn of relationship. Here Gergen 

argues that relationship is constmcted in "micro-social scenarios" where the inmediate 

meeting between one, two, three or more people becomes the space in which new 

patterns of relationship cm be constructed (Gergen, 1996, p. 20). Second, Gergen argues 

that if emphasis is placed on relationship, of continuing the conversation, then confiict 

between people cm be avoided. or at lest  softened. The languages of romanticism and 

modemism are insufficient to meeting this goal because in advocating an individudistic 

self they promote difference--me versus you, us versus them. A relational vocabulary 

would blur such boundiines replacing them with a p a t e r  sense of interrelatedness. "To 

condemn. excoriate, or wage war against a constmcted other in our society is inherently 

self destructive; for we are the other. They are born of us, emulate us. denve their sense 

of identity from us and vice versa" (Gergen, 1996, p. 20). My actions are inextricably 

entangled with yours, and any h m  that 1 do to you is also h m  that I do to myself. The 

development of a relationai vocabulary points to the promise and potential of "flowering 

forms of relatedness, a growing consciousness of interdependence, an organic 

relationship to our planet, and the withering of lethal conflict" (Gergen. 199 1, p. 259). 

On Gergen's view, the development of a relational vocabulary does not necessarily 

require that we abandon dl of our conventional languages. Indeed, as he points out, this 

would be an impossible task, robbing language of much of its sense making capacity. He 

wri tes: 

To simply abandon such terms as "anger" and "fair" in favor of a new vocabulary, 
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unsullied by cultural traditions, would not only ask the reader to suspend the lived 
realities of daily life. It wodd also result in an unusable language, abstracted fmm 
any context and without illocutionary appeal. (1994, p. 2 18) 

Rather, Gergen proposes that we reconstitute our understanding of these conventional 
terms so 

thaî they reflect the growing awareness of interdependency and relatedness. He writes: 

This may be accomplished in part by removing the referential locus for such terms 
from the head of the individual actor and placing it within the sphere of relationship. 
Rather thm harnmer our a new argot of understanding-descriptive and explanatory 
t e m  without curremcy in the marketplace of daily life-we can leave the 
psychologid vocabulary intact but alter the way in which we understand such terms. 
(1994, p. 218) 

The Saturated Self serves in this capacity. Gergen does not abandon the concept of self 

but nther transforms it into a self which is constituted in its relations to others. 

Conceived of as relational, the self is not a stable of enduring entity but a move in a 

language garne which achieves different ends in different micro-social scenarios. The self 

is not integrated or coherent, but rather is constituted and reconstituted as each new 

relationship demands. 

In The Saturated Self Gergen draws attention to three areas in which a language of 

the individual is giving way to the language of relationship: penonal history, the 

emotions, and moniity. He takes up the task again in k s  where 

he outlines relationai languages of psychothenpy, deceit, and meaning, and in the paper 

"Theory Under Threat: Social Constructionism and Identity Politics," Gergen (1 996) 

provides an exarnple of relational theory as it might help in easing political conflicts. For 

the sake of illustration, 1 focus on Gergen's discussion of personal history, or 

autobiography, and then "relational politics" (1996, p. 18). I set the two examples 

dongside one another because 1 thÏnk that it draws out the important point that relational 

theory attempts to provide a language which cm be applied both to traditional 
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psychological concepts-autobiography-and traditional cultural or political concepts. In 

the immediacy of relationship-micro-social exchange-Gergen dissolves the distinction 

between categories such as psychological or social. All knowledge production can be 

understood as occuning in the immediacy of relationship. 

Constitutina the Relational "Autobiogra~hy" 

In his reconcephlalization of autobiography, Gergen argues that in romantic and 

modemist vocabularies personal history is thought of as "a private possession from which 

one draws sustenance and direction ... one could speak of possessing a life story, an 

accurate account of one's unique trajectory through life" (1991a, p. 161). In both 

romantic and modemist views, these pesonal stories are tied to one's own experiences, 

and one's own perceptions of the significance of one's experiences. As such, the personal 

history is Iived and written by individuals. But the postmodernist argues that these stories 

are first communal constnictions, and only later, as one Iearns how to tell personal 

stories, does it become possible to construct an autobiography. The autobiography. both a 

story which one uses to make sense of one's own life, and the story that one uses to make 

sense of one's life for others, is inextncably tied to the narratives of a culture. Gergen 

describes the nmt ive  f o m  most commoniy used to make sense in the western world: 

In Western culture most of our stories are built around events that go either in a 
positively or negatively valued direction. In the typical "success story," life events 
become continuously better. and in the "failure story," they go downhill .... Most odier 
stories represent variations on these two rudimentary foms. In the " happily ever 
after" account, a success story (how 1 "won my man," "eamed my rank," etc.) begins 
to level off; in a "tragedy," someone highly valued plummets very rapidly into 
failure .... Some individuals adopt the "epic hero" narrative, in which one strives 
toward success, only to be tumeci back and then to battle again to the top, and so on in 
a senes of heroic recoveries. ( 199 1 a, p. 162) 

Thus, our personal histories are bom of relationship in two senses. Fit, it is through 

social relationships (with our parents, peers. educators) that we learn how to tell 
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intelligible iife stories, and second our life stories are always situated within communal 

narratives-stories negotiated by memben of a community. A relational conception of 

autobiography takes advantage of these insights concluding that "autobiography is 

anything but autonomous; it is more properly sociobiography" (Gergen, 199 la, p. 164). 

This insight loosens our commitments to the view that 1 am the authority of my own 

autobiography, something which is fixed in the p s t ,  and opens it up to further 

elabration in the context of the proliferation of relationships enabled by technologies of 

social saturation. My personal story shifts, and is rewritten as we explore new forms of 

relationship. Under a relational conception of self we might better speak of writing our 

ongoing story. as opposed to my fixed story. 

Constitutin~ a Relational Politics 

Gergen fint introduces the conception of relational politics in a symposium at the 

International Society for Theoretical Psychology intended to address the role of theory in 

psychological research (see Problems of Theoretical Psychology, 1996). Consistent with 

arguments presented in chapter two Gergen (1996) argues that theory 

may be usehilly [viewed] ...as a discursive resource for: 1) engaging in critical 
evaluation of cultural practices (including the pnctices of the human sciences); (2) 
generating intelligibilities for action--rationales for persona1 or collective action or 
policy; (3) altering conversational patterns-as differing forms of language metaphors, 
rnoves in argument, and the like are placed into interchange so do reiationships 
change; and (4) creating images of alternative futures. (p. 14) 

Gergen takes this conception of theory to the "streets" to demonstrate how is can be used 

to combat "a mode of political activism" called "identity politics." which grew out of the 

need to provide a voice for cultural groups traditionally marginalized in main-strearn 

politics (e.g. "blacks, feminists, homosexuals, lesbians, Chicanos. Asians, the aged. the 

homeless, the disabled") (p. 14). On Gergen's view, social constructionist arguments 

provided a "powerful justificatory ba i s  for the political and moral activism" of identity 
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poiitics, by demonstrating the unfounded rationale underlying traditional claims to 

objectivity and superioxity (p. 14). It eradicated the appeal to foundations replacing these 

with an apped to p l d i t y  wherein ail memben of a society could equally participate in 

the creation of "the good society" (p. 15). But while constnictionisrn provided the space 

in which marginalized political and mord intelligibilities could speak and flourish-- 

thereby establishing ideutities-in doing so it also createci a society in which boundaries 

between different intelligibilities were increasingly fodfied. In the articulation of 

identity, the tension between intelligibilities became more evident. Gergen (1996) writes: 

By and large identity politics has depended on a rhetoric of biame, the illocutionary 
effects of which are designed to chastise the target (for k ing  unjust, prejudiced, 
inhume,  selfish, oppressive, anaor violent) in western culture we inherit two 
conversationai responses to such forms of chastisement-incorporation of antagonisrn. 
The incorporative mode ("Yes, now I see the error of my ways") requires an extended 
forestructure of understandings (Le. a history which legitimates the critic's authority 
and judgrnent, and which renders the target of the critique unanswerable). However, 
because in the case of identity politics, there is no preestablished context to situate 
the target in these ways, the invited response to critique is more typically one of 
hostility, defense and counter-charge. (p. 15) 

In its first instance, then, social constnictionisrn provided a space in which identity could 

be articulated--previously marginalized patterns of relationship extended--but in doing so 

it also set up a space in which conflict threatened. To avoid conflict Gergen proposes that 

identity politics be replaced with a relationai politics. Gergen's sociai constructionism, in 

its focus on relationship. becomes central to developing a relational politics. 

Relational politics grows out of the constructionist view that conflict, violence, 

hatred, and jealousy are historical artifacts, products of language w hich gain their felicity 

in our everyday conversation through their continued use--their continued reification or 

objectification in our everyday languages, practices, and social institutions. An identity 

politics which threatens conflict, which grows out of one group's need to assert its power 

over another, can be combated then by changing the way that we talk with one another. In 
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changing our tak. eliminating the language of difference, conflict, and hatred we also 

change our patterns of relationship and avoid the threats of mutual intimidation and 

destruction. For example, Gergen (1996) Wfites: 

There is no naturd (biological, genetic) basis for inter-group antagonisrn (as 
sociobiologists, ethologists, and Freudians argue). Violence is a rneaningfbl integer in 
a relational dance; this dance is mted  in history, and it is subject to change on both 
the gras-mots and policy levels. (p. 20) 

There are no prejudiced individuals. Prejudiciai action is a meaningful move within a 
variety of cultural scenarios. As the scenarios unfold, so is prejudicial action invited. 
Given a modicum of participation in the culture (including its mas  media) ail of us 
are capable of such actions. B y  the sarne token. we are ail capable of loving, carïng 
and societally responsible action. AH actions. in effect are by products of relationship. 
(P. 20) 

Al1 f o m  of activity grow out of relationship. Iust as love and mutual regard are patterns 

of relationship, embedded within a larger scenario of culturd activities, so too are hatred 

and conflict moves within relational games intended to achieve particular ends sanctioned 

by a particular society. Gergen's move here seems to be to replace (or at least 

supplement) the long-standing patterns of relationship which threaten conflict, with 

patterns of relationship that place CO-operation and mutual respect in the forefront. This is 

not to Say that under a relationai view conflict will always be avoided. Gergen (199 la) 

writes: 

...p ostmodem thought does not in itself opt for the abolition of conflict. When 
conflicts are untenable, postmodernism opens the way to means of medling; from the 
postmodem perspective, however, a certain d e p e  of conflict in society is both 
unavoidable and desirable. It is unavoidable. for to speak within a discourse at al1 is 
to take a certain moral and politicai stand against othen. (p. 259) 

Rather the developrnent of a relational politics stands in to provide an alternative to 

conflict, or to lessen the devastating effects of confiict. 

1 conclude this chapter with a list of four assumptions which 1 think foilow fiom the 
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preceding discussion of Gergen's relational self, and, more broadly, relational theory. 

1. While ail of our languages and activities are boni of relationship Gergen prizes 

particular forms of relationship over others. Those Ianguages which encourage 

conflict and immobilization are to be replaced or at lest supplemented with, 

languages that draw our attention to interdependency. Put another way, Gergen 

privileges language which enable us to "get dong" with each other, over Ianguages 

which reiw difference and threaten conflid. 

2. Realities are constructed, and knowledge is produced, at the level of microsocial 

exchanges. While these are embedded in the grand narratives of larger cultural 

frrimeworks (Le. macro-socid scenarios), in the postmodem world it becomes 

increasingly difficult to sus& cornrnon images of the good, or the other. The micro- 

social setting becomes the place in which prejudice, bis,  and difference c m  be 

overcome for the sake of constnxcting new, localized forrns of reality. 

3. WhiIe Gergen is careful not to take a moral stance, or to claim that social 

constnictionism and relational theory are the only stones to be told of the postmodem 

condition, there is an ideal model of the civil society implicit in his social 

constructionism. This is the society in which plurality and multivocality are 

privileged over singularity and monologisrn, and ail people are invited to participate 

in the construction of the good society. 

4. The means to reconciling difference and of generating new forms of reality is the 

same both in the private and the public sphere. Whether engaged in a conversation 

about oneself with a close friend, or engaged in a conversation with a political leader 

about the nghts of the oppressed we are encouraged to generate new forms of 

relationship congenid to getting along with one another. 

1 carry these points over into the critique that is offered in chapter four. 



Chapter Four: Some Cntical Comments 

Treat others as you would have k m  treat yo~.(Matthew. 7: 121 

In the previous three chapten 1 have preseated social constructionis~ and its 

coroilary relationd theory, as f o m  of discoune developed to address certain problerns 

in traditional social science r e s e d  and, more broadly, problems in everyday living. 

Socid constructionism emphasizes the transfomative capacity of social scientific theory. 

If positivistempincist metatheuries advocated a detached and value free stance toward its 

subject matter, then social constructionism steps in to advocate a type of theory which is 

hlly  involved in the critique and transformation of prevailing intelligibilities, and better 

prepared to provide relevant solutions to ongoing threats of social and interpersonal 

conflict. In particulas, relationd theory emerges to confront the potential and penls which 

arise under the "postrnodemization" of contemporary society. Social constnictionists are 

optirnistic that under a relationd conception of human exchange the conflict which 

threatens when radically different inteiiigibilities corne into contact can be averted, and a 

civil society which values plurality and respect for difference can be created. 

In this chapter 1 want to consider some critiques of Gergen's social constnictionism 

and relational theory. In Realities and Relationships Gergen (1994) summarizes some of 

the more common critiques addressed to the position: "Does constnictionism deny the 

reality of personal experience?" " Does constructionism abandon al1 concem with the r d  

world?" " In its relativism isn't constnictionism modly vacuous?" (p. 65). While 

Gergen's responses to these questions are helpful in further delineating the social 

constructionist perspective, for the most part, these are questions asked by researchers 

and theonsts entrenched within the positivist-empiricist intelligibility, and as such do not 

pose a serious threat to the constnictionist intelligibility. Rather, I want to focus on 

critiques offered from within posternpiricist intelligibilities-- hermeneutic scholars 
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(Taylor, 1988). social constnxctionist scholars themselves (Danziger, 1997), and Marxist 

scholars (Tolman, Coughlan, & Robinson, 1996). 1 want to make the argument that in 

order for social constnicti~nism and relational theory to work as a form of discourse 

something must be given up. Gergen might defend against this by arguing that "the 

consmictionist's point is not to eradicate existing vocabularies of action. Rather, my hope 

is that in the further elaboration of theory, we participate in generating a new vocabulary, 

a new consciousness, and a new range of practices ..." (1996, p. 22). But this new 

consciousness does not leave our old forms of understanding (rornanticist and modemist) 

unchanged. For example. on Taylor's (1988) view, when priority is placed on facilitating 

relationship we give up the vocabulary of authenticity which has become central to the 

way that we understand our lives. There are two general questions which follow from 

this: "Can we give up the vocabularies which have played an important role in shaping 

Our identities?" and, "If we can give up these vocabularies what do we stand to lose," or 

as Tolman et al. (1 996) ask: "What is obscured?" 

1 address these questions in three sections. In the first I consider an exchange between 

Taylor and Gergen in the volume Hermeneutics and Psychologid Theory (Messer, Sass, 

& Woolfoik, 1988). Taylor agrees with Gergen that al1 of Our activities are embedded in 

relational scenarios, but argues that this should not l e d  us to the conclusion that we c m  

abandon traditional languages of self understanding for the sake of facilitating 

relationship. Rather, it is because our lives are embedded within broader patterns of 

relationship, where we are required to provide accounts of our lives, that we cannot help 

but to ask questions about personal authenticity, and accuncy in understanding. In the 

second section 1 consider a distinction that Danziger ( 1997) makes between "light 

constnictionism" and "dark constructionisrn" (p. 410). Gergen is a light constructionist 

because he is optimistic that prejudice, b i s ,  and class differences can be overcome in 
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microsocial scenarios by developing new patterns of relationship. Da& constructionists 

are critical of this opbimism, arguing that power differentials are embedded in the very 

structure and organization of a society. and cannot be overcome at the level of 

conversation. Taking a Marxist perspective, ToIman et al. (1996) are especially critical of 

Gergen arguing that in his focus on microsocid scenarios, and the constmction of a civil 

society, (see Chapter 3) he obscures the reality of class difference. In the final section of 

this chapter, 1 ask the question: "With what sort of knowledge we should expect a 

psychological theory to provide us?" Gergen's view is that psychological theory should 

provide Ianguages which help us to facilitate relationship and open up the possibility of 

generating new forms of reality. But given both Taylor and Tolman's critiques, we find 

that not just any account will do. In contnst to Gergen, both Taylor and Tolrnan argue 

that there is a reality (but not the objective, value free, reality of positivist-empincist 

metatheones) which psychological theories must stniggle to give expression to. In short, 

psychological theories must be able to account for the way that we live our lives. 

Gergen's Repudiation of the Henneneutic-intemretive Mode1 

Of course. you can only be in one or other of the States I'm concemed with because you already 
stand in some relationship to me because we are iinked in the same story. As Gergen so wetI 
purs it: "The announcement '1 am angry' is the utterance of an idiot until it is understood within 
the unfolding context of relationship." But ihis doesn't empty the issue of whether you are angry 
of its meaning. It's precisely because of the relationship within which we both stand chat it has 
such tremendous importance to me. And we must al1ow chat you may be ambivdcnt. both mgry 
and forgiving, stnrggling between the two. or aïternatively one or the other. Yes. but rtien this is 
description I'm looking for, the one I'm going to have to Iive with and around. A declamtion of 
ambivalence is also an answer to my question. (Taylor, 1988, p. 54) 

I begin by twning to a point which 1 discussed in chapter two. Gergen abandons the 

hermeneutic-interpretive mode1 of social science for a pngmatic conception of science. 

in this he also gives up the view that there are foundations for knowledge. Once we reach 

the conclusion that there are no foundations for knowledge, we are encouraged to 

generate new f o m  of reality-a process which is without conceivable lirnit. The 

significance of Gergen's (1988a) split with the hermeneutic tradition is best understood in 
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the context of an exchange that he has with Charles Taylor (1988) in the volume 

Hermeneutics and Psvcholoeical Theoq. Taylor argues that the realization that scientific 

theory has no objective foundations need not Iead us to assume that any account of our 

lives will do. Rather, Taylor argues that in every psychological theory, or more generally, 

any account thaî we provide of our lives, we must stmggle with the traditions in which 

we live, and the way that we have given expression to our lives in the past. As such, and 

in contrast to Gergen, Taylor argues that there ;ire limits placed on what we c m  say about 

our lives. Or put another way, the construction of new interpersonai realities must 

contend with the backdrop of meanings and understandings that we bring to conversation. 

These carmot be put aside for the sake of generating felicitous patterns of relationship. 

but play a central role in the ongoing conversation. 

Gergen and Taylor share in a critique of positivist-empincism and foundationalist 

social science, but they disagree in their central thesis. Gergen argues that hemeneutics, 

and the associated metaphor of the "peaon as text," depends upon a distinction between 

intemal intentions and extemai expressions. The task of the hermeneutician, as Gergen 

understands it, is to interpret the meaning of extemai expressions so as to reveai the me 

intentions underlying peoples' behavior. 

Gergen offers two critiques of the henneneutic position. Interestingly these critiques 

are the same that he uses to undermine positivist-ernpiricist metatheories (see Chapter 2). 

At a conceptual level, Gergen argues that like positivist-empiricists, hermeneuticians 

think that there is a deep interior of thought, feeling, action, and cognition which can be 

cornmunicated in language. The task of the hermeneutician is to develop methods which 

aUow us to interpret peoples7 extemal expressions such that their true meanings are 

understood. But following on arguments reviewed in chapter two. there is no reason to 

assume that such an intemal space exists to be interpreted. Second, this duaiism threatens 



confict. Gergen (1 988a) wrïtes: 

... the metaphor of the tea  places us in a position fiom which neither readings, 
intimacy, nor self-knowledge is possible. If persons are tex6 they must be viewed as 
isolated social atom who can neither lcnow nor understand each other. Further, they 
cannot comprehend theu own actions; such actions lie beyond the boundary of 
objective interpretation. Such conciusions are not only dolorous, but unfortunate in 
their implications for social life. They hold Little promise for intimacy. for genuine 
contact, for authenticity-or indeed any profound form of human relatedness. (p. 43) 

Not only are we placed in a position of relative isolation, but contentions over the true 

interpretation of an individual's behavior lead to potential conflict. As long as we argue 

that there is a true m e d g  underlying a person's behavior, Freudians will argue with 

behaviorists, scientists will argue with spintualists, and we, in our everyday lives, will 

argue arnong ourselves as to the tnie intentions underlying each others expressions. 

As an alternative to the texnial metaphor Gergen suggests that we adopt the metaphor 

of relationship. The important point here is that in rejecting the hermeneutic metaphor 

Gergen also rejects the view that we cm give accurate, me, or insightful accounts of our 

lives. Indeed, attempts to provide such accounts c m  result in relational stalemates. He 

wntes: 

If one is embarked upon a love affair. the= is little need to inquire into the intemal 
source of expressions of adoration--whether they are somehow tme. The nature of the 
relationship in which such expressions are embedded may be of utmost importance to 
the participants. However, to seek carefully into the inner meaning of loving 
'expressions' is to launch yet another form of relationship--one of potential doubt and 
alienation. To ask of the lover what hdshe is tmly about is to lose the invitation. 
(19884 p. 61) 

On this view, the hemeneutic metaphor of person as text encourages a forrn of 

relationship in which we are eternally beset with questions about the tmth or validity of 

another's expressions. Rather than facilitating relationship, the hemeneutic metaphor and 

its questions about authenticity, erect hurdles to rnutuai CO-ordination of activity. 

in moving away from a depth metaphor Gergen aiso shifts the priority of the social 
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sciences. The hermeneutician equates interpretation with depth. As I articulate the way in 

which my life is sihiated in a social and historical context-as I interpret my Life-my self 

understanding is deepened, and rny relationships to other people are potentiaily e ~ c h e d .  

But on the relationd Mew. the social sciences are not charged with the task of providing 

interpretations of people's behavior. rather they are charged with the task of providing 

languages whic h can facilitate relationship. 

It is important to get Gergen's conception of relationship right here. At first the 

hermeneutician agrees with Gergen that our lives are embedded in patterns of 

relationship. Taylor (1 988) &tes: 

In fact, much of our thought about the verification of psychological attributions, both 
in science and in everyday life, has suffered from a neglect of this basic truth, that 
many of Our actions can ody be the actions they are because they occur within 
"relational scenarios." And these relational patterns in tum are only possible because 
we s h a ~  a certain language of action, feeling, sensibility. (p. 52) 

This means that al1 of our expressions--anger, conflict, love, envy, friendship--ody 

become meaningful in relation to other people. We corne to have an identity and we act 

out of this identity precisely because we s k  a meaningful language with other people. 

But Gergen wants to go a step further than recognizing this "basic truth." As illustrated in 

chapter three's discussion of the relationai self and relational theory, Gergen wants to 

develop a language in which al1 of Our actions are undentood by the things that they do 

in micro-social scenarios. We are not to inquire into the m e  meaning of Our actions but 

rather the impact that the words we use have in our immediate relationship with others. 

Gergen wants to translate our everyday vocabulary of anger, love, jealousy into a 

relational vocabulary. Conceived in terms of relationship, we c m  begin to ask questions 

such as: "What happens when i describe myself as angry?" "How does my fnend respond 

to my anger?" But another question of even greater importance is now asked: "Are there 

certain expressions--certain m e s  within the relationd scenlino-which threaten to 
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terminate relationship, or to end conve&on?" When 1 tell rny friend that 1 am angry 

with hirn does he stop talking and walk out of the room, raise his fist and strike me, or 

inquire into the reasons for my anger. 

1 think that this is the point that Gergen gets at in The Sanirated Self. There are 

certain languages. or patterns of reiationship, which when invoked, lead to conflict. Put 

another way, the language of modernism thrives under difference. conflict. antagonism 

and incorporation of the other. Opposing intelligibilities cannot exist alongside one 

another because the only language that we have available to us for negotiating these 

forms of relationship is one in which difference must be undermined. As we enter into the 

postrnodern era, fueled by technologies of sociai saturation, we are increasingly 

confronted by other people who do not share our same viewpoints. We need a lmguage 

which u n  sofien the conflict which often threatens when opposing viewpoints corne into 

contact. It is in this spint that Gergen offers "relational politics" (Gergen, 1996, p. 18). 

He writes: 

If we press the implications of social constructionist thought in just these ways we 
may envision the development of a relational politics--a politics in which neither self 
nor other, we nor them, take precedence, but in which the relational process serves as 
the generative source of change. (p. 18) 

The priority for relational theory, then, is in developing language which encourages 

"collaborative" as opposed to conflictual fonns of activity (1996, p. 21). On this view, 

while al1 human activity is relational, for Gergen there are certain forms of relationship 

which are pnzed over others. There are some f o m  of relationship which meet the need 

of "getting dong" with other people, and there are some forms of relationship which do 

not even allow a conversation to occur in the first place. For the sake of avoiding conflict, 

of creating a civil society, Gergen proposes that we develop languages which bring 

people together to negotiate mutually beneficial forms of reaiity. 
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Taylor's response to Gergen tumç on the view that we cannot so easily translate our 

traditional understanding of anger, love, hate, fnendship into a relational vocabulary. 

because our self understandings depend upon the way that we have conventionally used 

these languages. If we abandon the depth metaphor, and the goal of providing accurate 

accounts of our Lives. then we also lose the capacity to make sense of our lives. This is 

not to Say, Like the positivistempincist, that there are objective intemal psychological 

States which our self expressions must accurately refiect. Taylor (1988) writes: 

Reading Wittgenstein will cure us forever of the temptatîon to think that there is an 
answer to this question that is buried deep in some inner space ... that if we just had the 
right kind of probe-either psychoanalytic, or perhaps even neuropsychologicd--we 
could go in there and find out, disregarding completely the surrounding context. (p. 
53) 

Rather, it is to recognize the basic intuition that in living among other people we are often 
called 

to make sense of Our lives by providing accounts which more or less ring me.  He 
continues: 

But when al1 this is said, we still haven't disposed of the problem of the valid 
interpretation. Questions still mise which we seek answers about what someone reaily 
thinks or feels or wants. Does our relationship mean as much to you as to me? Are 
you deep down angry at me? Can you ever forgive me for what 1 did 10 years ago? 
These are questions we can't help asking of each other, not as psychologists or 
sociologists. but in the course of living our lives. One could say that we Live our lives 
on the bais of one or other answer to questions of this kind. That is why king 
uncertain about them can be so upsetting and unsettling. An epistemological theory 
that tries to teil us the= isn't a genuine question here, or that the answer is up to the 
observer or the interlocutor to supply, is just not credible. (p. 54) 

in his move from an interpretive science to a pragmatic science Gergen loses, or perhaps 

willingly abandons, the capacity to answer these sorts of questions. For Gergen these 

questions potentially get in the way of CO-ordinating relationship. W h e ~  for Taylor we 

can't help but ask these sorts of questions and struggle to provide accunte answers to 

these questions, for Gergen these kinds of questions erect barriers to continued 

relationship and we are advised to leave them aside. 
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Perhaps the important difference is in the respective lessons that Taylor and Gergen 

draw h m  Wittgenstein. Wittgenstein criticized the social sciences because they tried to 

impose an "alien interpretive grid on language. thought and feeling" (Taylor, 1988, p. 

57). Social scientists hijacked the depth metaphor clairning that it referred to a real space 

within individuals. The mistake that this Ieads to is the assurnption that we cm 

understand a person simply by accessing this imer state. Taylor continues "The only 

justification for this empiricist theory would have been tlitit it actuaily captured the lived 

experience of thinking, feeling, and talking-which was, of course the c l ah  of the 

original founders of the tradition" (p. 57). On Taylor's view, it was Wittgenstein's great 

achievement to show that the empincists had not lived up to their own ideds. And once 

Wittgenstein shows us this, the logical empiricist attempt to secure an accurate depiction 

of the deep interior "loses its credentids" (p. 57). 

But Taylor does not take this to mean that we should abandon the language of depth. 

nor the attempt to provide a clear, and accurate account of our iives. This is to lose sight 

of Wittgenstein's goal which was to lead us back to life as it is lived. Taylor suggests that 

his critique of Gergen's "radical ~lativism" is offered in this same spirit, that "nothing 

c m  trump the best account of what we have to presuppose in order to get on with the 

business of living" (p. 57). Taylor argues, then, that Gergen's relational theory takes us 

away from Life as it is lived, and erects an ideal in which certain questions that we must 

ask about our Lives cannot be answered in a convincing way. It is not just a preference for 

a pYticular type of language which Ieads Taylor to reject Gergen's thesis. but according 

to Taylor it is in our "psychological rnakeup" to ask these questions of ourselves--we 

have no choice here. 

Where Gergen sees a single issue Taylor sees two: the depth metaphor as employed 

by social scientists, and the depth metaphor as employed in everyday life. Certainiy, 
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traditional social science was mistaken in assuming that it could probe the deep interior 

and provide tme understanding, but this does not mean that the language of depth itself is 

problematic. Taylor (1988) writes: 

But one mustn't confuse the two senses of imer, the old empiricist one and the 
perfectly valid image we invoke in our self explanations. The fmt was defmed by the 
notion of first-person priviieged access. The Cartesian or empiricist inner was a 
domain that is directly accessible in principle only to the agent himherself. Others 
have to make shaky inferences about it from extemal signs. Inwardness as a category 
of ordinary self -understanding in our civilization isn't like this at dl. One of the 
reasons 1 may describe some of my feelings as 'deep* is my difficulty in contacting 
them, in milking them palpable and perspicuous. But this is as much a difficuity 1 
have in king clear about my own feelings as it is a puzzle for you. And I wiil often 
overcorne this, if 1 do, in the course of an extended conversation with you, in which 1 
try to make sense of my feelings in a way that both of us together can find 
convincing .... Depth and inwardness here are quite unconnected to privileged access. 
This whole Cartesian inspired idea is a red hemng. (p. 58) 

The difference that emerges here is seen in the direction that each Gergen and Taylor's 

projects have taken. Gergen emerges out of a social psychological tradition which has 

consistently been assigned the task of providing solutions to problems that we encounter 

in everyday Life. Gergen (1973) criticized social psychology because its explanations of 

human behavior had proven irrelevant to soàai life-social psychological theory was 

unable to provide theories which could resolve racial, gender, and cultural tensions (see 

Chapter 1). Under social constructionism Gergen continues to search for a type of theory 

which could address these problems. The important move is that for Gergen theory cm 

now help to transform our relationships to other peoples. It does not merely reflect an 

objective world, but rather is a practical activity which in its articulation reconstitutes the 

reality in which we related to each other. 

But as both Taylor (1988) and Terwee (1988) have argued, it is precisely here that 

Gergen retains sorne central assumptions of the positivist-ernpiricist project. The 

positivist-empiricists argued that the Ianguage used in everyday life was inaccurate in its 
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representation of objective reality. The goal was, in scientific theory, to develop a 

language which was unambiguous in its referents. Gergen har certainly moved away 

h m  this conception of language--he does not want to tighten up vocabulary, nor to 

establish links between language and an objective world-but iike the positivist- 

empincists he does want to take an active role in transfoiming the way that language is 

used in everyday life. But in doing this Gergen must also abandon the sense in which we 

c m  be authentic in living our lives, or  alternately. the sense in which we c m  provide 

accounts of o u  iives which are better than other accounts. 

The Dissolution of Power in Relationshig 

If there is a problem with thiS stunuiating cal1 for a transformation of theory, let alone persons. it 
is not duc to any lack of scholarship. persuasive rhetoric. or good old American optimism. IL is 
rather that Gergen's formulacion of relational politics mains its plausibility and admirable 
idedistic a p p d  ody to the extent that the existence of cirastic differentials in socioeconomic 
and political power is ignored, hdeed. power is conspicuous by its absence from his discourse 
on mciopolitical conflicts. The Fm that contending intetest groups an nrely qua1 in power. 
and h a d y  ever willing to voluntarily relinquish any of k i r  powet advantages. hardly requires 
elaboration. It remains CO be seen whether the i&a of a relational politics is viable in a 
cornpetitive. materialistic society svucturcd in such a way as to encourage disparate interest 
groups to srniggle for power advantages by whatcver means that are not grossly illegai. None of 
this means that Gergen's proposais are without m e n t  only that in the absence of any 
considention of power differentirils and social class divisions, it is diffccult to take them at their 
face value. (Rappaport 1996. p. 36) 

Another form of critique is offered by Marxist scholars and constructionists 

themselves. Here it is argued that Gergen's faith in the micro-sociai scenario--the idea 

that existing prejudices. bises, and power differentials can be left aside when one enten 

into immediate conversation with others-is naive. Where Gergen focuses on the potentid 

of the micro-scenario, and places faith in people's capacity to take "existentid leaps into 

a mutually genented faith." the critiques reviewed in this section focus on the rnacro- 

social scenario as the larger sphere in which micro-social sceniuios are embedded 

(Gergen, l988a. p. 6 1). In a review of the different forms of constructionism Danziger 

(1997) distinguishes between Gergen's "light consmictionisrnn and other "dark" forms of 

constnictionism (1997, p. 410). He writes: 



... But arnong those points of view which do not daim a monopoly on the path to 
truth, which do not prejudge the nature of reality, tolerance must be the order of the 
day. A thousand fl owers may bloorn, provided none of them is of a type thot threatens 
to take over the entire field, if Ieft unchecked. This is a relatively gentle, hopefd 
variety of social constructionism, which 1 want to cail the light version in order to 
contrast it with another, daric, version. 

Quite a few contributors to these volumes recognize the importance of non- 
discursive aspects of human relationship. Most often, these aspects are subsumed 
under the category of power. The manifestations of power may range ail the way from 
limitations placed on people's actions and experiences to the infliction of pain and 
suffering. But in any case power c m o t  be reduced to mere discourse, at least not 
according to dark constructionism. In the iighter versions there is linle or no reference 
to the problems of power and if they are dluded to, they are treated as effects of 
discourse. Problems of power, if recognized at dl, are embedded in essentidly 
discursive relationship, whereas in dark social constructionism discourse is embedded 
in relations of power. Those authon who adopt Foucault's conjection of 
'power/knowIedgeT also find themselves on the 'dark' side because of their 
recognition that talk and text are inseparable from manifestations of power. (1997, p. 
410) 

Light constructionists, like Gergen, argue that differences in power cm be overcome in 

conversations at a micro-social level of exchange. The conversation becomes the space in 

which previous injustices can be undone and new forms of relationship, congenial to al1 

participants in a dialogue, can be generared. But a dark constructionist might fmt respond 

that even in conversation power is always evident. Al1 atternpts to level the playing field 

are subverted because conversation itself reproduces distinctions and differences built 

into surrounding socid institutions. In effect the focus on the microsocid scenario covers 

over, or hides the power differentiais, in which these conversations are embedded. For 

example, a meeting in conversation will not change the reality of socioeconomic 

differences and the inequaiities which they promote. Rather, overcorning poverty requires 

a change in socioeconomic arrangements. 

Tolman, Coughlan, and Robinson (1996) provide an argument which illustrates the 

dark constructionist critique. They suggest that Gergen's cons~ctionism, like mmy 

other postmodern perspectives, is guided by the ideal of creating a civil society in which 
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a l l  people are invited to participate in an ongoing dialogue. For the sake of civility, 

modernist languages are replaced by languages more congenial to getting dong with each 

other. In the postmodem world "instead of purpose, &y now replaces work; the t d  

becomes a &y; life becomes a game; stnictures are replaced by rules; and function 

becomes fi1shionW (Tolman et al., 1996, p. 120). Conceived of as on ongoing gmne, 

wherein no position is superior to any other, the postrnodernist attempts to avert conflict. 

But Tolman et al. argue that in emphasizing the ideal of a civil society "inequalities in 

discursive powers" are ignored. That is "the equality of voices and sense of participation 

are illusory" (p. 126). In short, inequality is covered over in a rhetoric of equality. The 

civil society which Gergen promotes then is not a redity, but an idedized version of what 

the world should look like. And in focusing al1 of its efforts in creating a language of 

relationship. social constructionism also avoids addressing ongoing problems of class 

difference, and power differentials. Tolman et al. (1996) underline the point with an 

But consider the teenager who wem work boots as a fashion statement. They play a 
role in the teenager's discursive comrnunity. For the teenager to switch to sandds, 
only a change in the dominating discourse is required. Compare this with the 
worker's work boots, which are wom because they fulfill a specific function relative 
to the demands of labor. For the worker to replace them with sandals would require 
more than a mere alteration in discourse; it would require a change in the forces of 
production. A psychology that addresses only the teenager's situation may be correct 
and relevant. but only for such situations. To insist that it extends to the worker would 
be to obscure the reality of the relations of production by confusing consumption with 
production. (pp. 127- 128) 

Taylor and Tolman et d.'s critiques of Gergen agree on the point that a psychological 

theory must do more than simply promote continued conversation. There is a reality to 

our psychological life, and there is a reality to the organization of society which canot 

be overcome with a leap into new f o m  of conversation. 

In part, I think that the move Gergen rnakes to a relational self and to relationai 
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politics results h m  his collapsing the traditional caîegories of society. and then the self, 

into micro-social relationships. On his view. the self--the narratives which we have 

constituted our lives by-are Linguistic artifacts and as such cui be undone in ongoing 

conversation. The transformation requires a leap of faith into new forms of relationship. 

And similarly society. class relation. and power. are abstractions created in the 

immediacy of micro-social situations. These cm also be undone by talking in new ways. 

But in order for transformation to occur we must first undermine, or forget, modernist 

languages which privileged the self and society. 

A Psvchology of the Person 

individual Me is uniqueIy personal even as it is thoroughiy implicated in the socid-historical 
context of histoncai He, It is of pressing importance especially in a post-modern en of 
constnictionist discourses that we recover a conception of the individud person not. in Dilihey's 
words, as "prior to society and history," but as a "point of interaction," as a participant with 
orhers embcdded in those meaningful rehtional coherences of society and c u l ~ r e  tiiat from the 
standpoint of life are pnmordially iived. (Ma. 1996, p- 42) 

In Taylor's critique of Gergen 1 focused on the idea that Our psychological theories 

must do more than facilitate relationship, but must be able to make clear what we aiready 

know about ourselves as we have lived Our lives. That is. before a psychological theory is 

developed we aiready possess a forestructure of understanding. an intuition of the 

problems that we are dealing with. and what needs to be said. On Taylor's view. and in 

contrat to Gergen, theory serves to clarify what we already know about ourselves--it 

gives expression to. rather than actively seeking transformation of undestanding. Indeed 

in giving expression. Our understanding is already trmsformed (Taylor. 1985). Similarly. 

when reviewing Tolman et al's critique 1 argued that psychologicd theory must reckon 

with the reality of existing social structures and the inequalities that they reproduce. In 

each case, the category of self understanding, or social order, cannot be dissolved in the 

immediacy of relationship. In this last section I want to M e r  explore what it might 

mean to develop a psychological theory which gives expression to life as it is lived. To 
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do this 1 draw on Mos' (1996) comments on Gergen's (1996) proposai for a relational 

Like Taylor, and drawing on the writings of Wilhelm Dilthey, Mos argues that in 

theory we must give expression to our understanding of life as it is lived. He writes: 

Our relation to the world cannot be theoretical-or, god-lüce--as we are participants in 
the world, in life, prior to knowing it. ui a tradition reaching back to Dilthey and. a 
cenhiry d e r ,  to Johann Gonfried Herder (e.g. Taylor, 1989), the concept of "life" is 
hem CO nceived of not as a b iolo-ory b ut as a historicd and b' 
one. ineluctably havin its basis in nature yet articulated in relations to the socio- 
historical world [italics added]. Reality from the "standpoint of life, " as Dilthey 
would have it, is always one of vital involvement in the sense that Our individual 
existence compels us to adopt a stance in and towards life thereby bnnging 
meaningfûl coherence to our experience and, in an articulation and reflection on that 
experience, acquiring a personal character that is unique and irreducible. (p. 41) 

Further, rather than arguing, as Gergen has done, that the self and the social c m  made 

over in the immediacy of conversation, Mos argues that the category of self and society 

are given in the socio-historical world before we approach it in theory, and as such are 

irreducible to one another. He writes: 

Our individual Iives are continuous, but not identical, with those social and cultural 
coherences wherein are embedded our purposes, values. and ideals. From the 
standpoint of Life, the individual person is an irreducible, concrete reality, not 
paraphrasing Wilhelm von Humboldt, merely a leaf on a tree of humanity. (42) 

Here Mos argues that the categories of individual and society are given to us as we live 

our lives. Borrowing Dilthey's terni these are "massive objectivities" which ineluctably 

inform our understanding of our lives (Mos, 1996, p. 45). But Gergen dissolves the self, 

or here the individual, into its micro-social relations (see Chapter 3). It is precisely 

because the technologies of sociai saturation fngment, and dismpt the continuity of 

community that he argues the self is also dissolved arnongst its relations, and that the 

distinction between society and individual is collapsed in the micro-social scenario. 

The difference is an important one because if as Gergen argues, the self, as 
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constructed in the immediate situation, is dissolved into relation, with no "real" 

commitrnent to its past or its ongoing relationships these "massive objectivities." then it 

becornes possible to continually reconstmct the self with no attention paid to previous 

and ongoing constructions. Paraphrasing Gergen, we are able to take existential leaps into 

oew forms of relationship without consideration given to the coherence which we have 

corne to know as the self-not as an abstract entity, but as a way that we live Our lives. 

But following both Taylor and Dilthey, Mos argues that in making such existential leaps 

we are dso unable to make sense of our lives as lived. The new relationship--that which 

we "unthinkingly" throw our selves into-4s dways a reflection of our way of living, and 

in order for the significance of the relationship to be understood, we must have a sense of 

how it coheres with our personal identities. This is a reflective activity in which dl of Our 

iife experiences are integnted and, in further articulation, transformed. On this view. the 

transformation of self which Gergen foresees in relationai theory is certainly a possibility, 

but it is not one that spontaneously emerges when we choose to forget how we live and 

have iived our lives. The shift is not solely govemed by technologies of saturation or the 

contingency of relationship, but rather by our capacity as individu& (who live in relation 

to othen) to give expression to our shifting and ûansforming identities. 

And this becomes an empiricai question; not ernpirical in the sense of providing 

scientific evidence, but in the sense of asking the question: "Cm we live Our lives in 

Gergen's relational mode?" "Can we reconcile Gergen's proposed kgmentlition of self. 

and playhl renegotiation of relationship, with our understanding of how we live?" Or 

altemately, "1s Gergen's relationai self an ideal set before us in order to guide us toward a 

civil society?" or "1s it an account of how we are capable of living Our lives in relation to 

other people?" This opens up an entirely new set of questions which 1 am not able to 

address in the rernainder of this paper. 
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I want to conciude. then. by pointing out that Gergen asks sunilar questions of his 

theory. As pointed out in the end of chapter three he is aware that the technologies of 

social saturation, the population of self, and the nse of the multiphrenic condition are 

only signals of a shift to a postmodem consciousness, but not the postmodem 

consciousness itself. And M e r  that the relational vocabulary he airns to articulate is yet 

in its infancy-an attempt to give voice to problems and concerns confronting the 

contemporary world. It rernains to be seen. then. whether Gergen's conception of 

relational living can infonn and shape our everyday relations. Given these considerations 

1 think that it is appropriate to end this chapter with the following quotation taken from 

the closing section of The Saturated Self: 

This is a good point to end this book. The text now speaks of flowering foms of 
relatedness, a growing consciousness of global interdependence, an organic 
relationship to our planet, and the withering of lethal conflict--al1 so hopeful in 
implication. But is this not to indulge once again in romanticist drearns of the good 
society. and to invoke the great modernist narrative of progress? Are we not at 1st.  
merely giving way to the traditional pleasures of the text? Reflexive reconsideration 
is required: cm we now blend these richly elabcmted discourses into new forms of 
senous games that can take us beyond text and into life? And cm we do so without 
losing sight of context and contingency. without making fast the language, or 
formulating final solutions? We move now beyond the speakable to action. (p. 259) 
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