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Hubert Knoblauch
Technische Universität Berlin

/// Introduction

It is an honour to give a talk in a series named after Florian Znaniecki. 
Znaniecki is not only a great Polish sociologist. In these troubled times of 
populist nationalism it is worth mentioning that he too was a refugee, who 
as an American sociologist and an eminent figure on the global scene even-
tually became a classic. As Hałas (2010) has shown vividly in various publi-
cations, Znaniecki had contributed to the general idea of what sociology is 
about. For me, personally, the Social Role of the Man of Knowledge (Znaniecki 
1975) was his most influential book, as it formulates basic concepts of the 
sociology of knowledge (Knoblauch 2005).

The sociology of knowledge may also be considered as the starting 
ground of my presentation. As you may well know, the first book on the 
social construction of reality by Berger and Luckmann (1966) was sub-
titled A Treatise in the Sociolog y of Knowledge. It is, however, not the aspect 
of knowledge which is the focus of my paper, but rather the idea of the 
social construction of reality, which gave rise to various academic move-
ments, such as “social constructionism” or “social constructivism”.  The 
idea of social construction disseminated into all of the social sciences and 
the humanities and brought about interdisciplinary fields, such as gender 
studies. The critique of gender studies, however, also proves to what degree 
the diffusion of the notion of social construction can be vulgarized and, 
consequently, can fall prey to neo-realist and neo-conservative critics. As 
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“social construction” became a formula, it lost contact with the concept 
developed in the book1 . Since the critique of social construction often 
attacks its misconceptions, it is therefore necessary to reformulate this idea 
in a way which avoids the confusion with its popularized and vulgarized 
versions. This reformulation is even more necessary because society has 
been changing fundamentally. Both reasons account for the argument 
I want to put forward. Moreover, I want to give two major reasons why we 
should modify the idea of social construction and move on to communi-
cative constructivism. In the first place, communicative construction al-
lows us to meet recent demands to respect materiality and embodiment in 
the social sciences, as voiced by practice theory and actor-network theory 
(ANT). And secondly, it takes account of the fact that society has changed 
from an industrial one into a knowledge one and now into a communica-
tion society.

For the sake of brevity, I have to shorten some of the arguments2. 
Therefore, I want to first remind you of the essential distinction between 
“constructivism” and its “social” twin before I sketch the basic idea of so-
cial construction. I will then turn to some of the critics of social construc-
tion before describing the communicative construction approach. I will 
end with some reflections about its larger societal context, i.e. the com-
munication society.

/// Constructivism and social construction

If one turns to any subject matter in the social sciences and the hu-
manities, it is highly improbable not to come across the idea of constructiv-
ism. There are specific approaches in the political sciences, in Science and 
Technology Studies, in the study of emotions, social problems or gender. 
In fact, constructivism has become so ubiquitous that in recent years we 
have witnessed a rising opposition against its dominance, be it by post-
constructivism or neorealism. I will address some of the critical arguments 
later. Before we turn to some of those claims, we have to address one basic 
misunderstanding. It concerns the assumption that constructivism and the 
idea of social construction are virtually identical. Thus, in his famous arti-
cle on constructivism, Michael Lynch (1998) traces the “genealogy” of con-
1 For a more extended analysis of the reception of the Social Construction of Reality, the pattern of its 
diffusion and its relation to “constructivism” see Knoblauch, Wilke 2016. 
2 For some sketches on communicative constructivism see Knoblauch (2013; 2016); a more exten-
sive treatise on the Communicative Construction of Reality (Die kommunikative Konstruktion der Wirklich-
keit) (2017); an English version is in preparation. 
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structivism back to Kant, stressing that the notion of social construction 
does not add anything “substantial” to constructivism. Before that, Bruno 
Latour, and Steve Woolgar (1986) had already found quite some approval 
when they decided not to use the term “social construction” in the title of 
their groundbreaking ethnography of a biochemical laboratory, which they 
changed from Social Construction of Scientific Facts into Construction of Scientific 
Facts. Latour and Woolgar argued that every construction is a social con-
struction, so one may delete the adjective “social”. But is constructivism in 
fact the same as social constructivism?

In order to answer this question, it may be helpful to look at the mere 
usage of the word provided by Google Ngram3. This corpus contains 5.2 
million entries (in 7 languages, covering the years from 1800–2008). As 
the diagram (see Fig. 1) shows, social construction was hardly present in 
books before the 1960s. The use of the phrase “social construction” exhib-
its a slow rise, doubling about every five years, from the late 1960s up to the 
mid-1980s when it suddenly rises steeply. In 1998 it is 3.5 as high as in 1987. 
Since then its usage has been in slow decline (at least in British English – in 
American English it still seems to be on the rise). 

Turning to related terms, note that constructivism had been more com-
mon before 1975, a fact we shall return to later. Quite obviously, the phrase 
“social construction” slowly takes off in the 1960s and then increases al-
most exponentially in the 1980s when “social constructivism” and “social 
constructionism” enter the scene.

Of course, constructivism emerged in the 1920s, quite evidently in 
relation to the well-known modernist art movement. The notion of con-
struction has been integrated into social sciences by Piaget (1950) and his 
American colleague Kelly in 1955. Both authors are psychologists, and this 
has quite clear consequences – their idea of constructivism was that the 
reality (or the world) is a product of the individual mind. As you know this 
idea has been taken up in the 1970s by Maturana (1970) and von Glasers-
feld (1974). They proposed the notion of radical constructivism for a more 
biological version of the same concept: reality is constructed by the indi-
vidual mind, yet the mind is to be understood in much more physiological 
terms and as an “autopoietic” process.

Social construction, on the other hand, is significantly represented 
only since the 1960s. The publication of The Social Construction of Reality in 

3 Google’s Ngram viewer indicates a constant level of 0.000001– 0.0000003 (which is almost insig-
nificant) from 1900 to the 1960s; only by around 1970 there is a significant number of occurrences 
of the phrase. 



/ 213STANRZECZY 2(11)/2016

1966 was obviously the trigger for the dissemination of the concept. How-
ever, this notion is not just temporally disjunct from constructivism. There 
is also a significant conceptual difference explicitly indicated by the adjec-
tive: the reality we talk about is not a construction of the individual mind; 
instead, it is a social construction. The difference becomes very clear, when 
this idea is compared to the thesis of the construction of social reality, writ-
ten 30 years later by the philosopher Searle (1995). Social reality is to him, 
an intentionalist, just the individual mind writ large, i.e. collective inten-
tionality. Social construction, on the other hand, refers to social processes 
by which reality comes about. 

/// So what is social construction?

The idea of “construction” by the mind is by far not alien to Berger 
and Luckmann. In fact, since it is based on Husserlian phenomenology, 
one may even assume, as some do, that reality is constituted by conscious-
ness. For phenomenology argues that the world, including reality, is always 
a world for us, and thus it depends on the processes by which we turn 
towards it, that is intentionality. Being students of Alfred Schütz, Berger 
and Luckmann indeed start from this assumption. However, we never en-
counter reality per se. Even when talking or writing, I am using language 
which is a social institution bestowing meaning on reality independently 
of my will. Language and, more generally, knowledge is already existent 
before I start to think about reality. It is for this reason that Berger and 
Luckmann called their book The Social Construction of Reality – A Treatise in 
the Sociolog y of Knowledge. 

Because of this focus on knowledge and because of the relevance of 
the book to the sociology of knowledge, we must ask whether the process 
by which social construction is performed and accomplished consists of 
“meaning”. Does it just concern the social construction of knowledge? As 
common as this view may be, it is quite inadequate. To Berger and Luck-
mann knowledge is utterly important, yet they stress it, because it is guid-
ing “conduct”. This idea of knowledge guiding conduct is derived from 
Weber’s theory of action. As action is defined by its meaning, so know- 
ledge (as socially conventionalized meaning) is defining action. Berger and 
Luckmann go even further: it is not only the individual action which is 
constructing reality. It is, rather, social interaction which defines the basic 
process of social construction. Berger and Luckmann draw on “symbolic 
interactionism”. Similarly Garfinkel’s ethnomethodology (1967) is founded 
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on the idea that it is by way of the members’ understandings and their 
concerted activities that reality comes about. While Garfinkel only allows 
for social construction in situations, Berger and Luckmann go beyond 
that and analyse how reality becomes “institutionalized” and turns into 
a socially “objective” reality. Institutions are developed through coordi-
nated interactions – in a way Giddens (1984) would later call the “duality 
of structure”. Institutions differ from mere practice by the fact that they 
can be handed over to others: once action problems are solved interactively 
by coordinated actions, they may be adapted by “third parties” and repro-
duced without the need to redo the whole process of their construction. It 
is this handing-over, or, to use the term of Weber, “tradition”, which turns 
interaction into an institution. And since this way the meaning and even 
the function of an institution become implicit (or “black boxed”), actors 
may need to try to make sense of these institutions to justify, to maintain or 
to change and abolish them. This making sense is what Berger and Luck-
mann call legitimation. 

At this point “social construction of reality” arrives at a notion of ob-
jectivity which is directly related to Durkheim’s ideas of social facts and 
institutions. Yet, while Durkheim starts from the assumption that social 
facts exist, the theory of the social construction of reality explains how 
these social facts come into existence through processes of social action 
and interaction. Moreover, the theory of social construction states that so-
cial reality is not just objective but becomes “internalized” or, in the new 
manner of speaking, “subjectified”: institutions are learned and their le-
gitimation is adopted as meaning, e.g. knowledge is acquired in such a way 
that it becomes part of the subjective stock of knowledge. Keep in mind 
that this process, again, occurs by way of interaction. Individuals internal-
ize knowledge through socialization. It is, in the new manner of speaking, 
the socially “enacted” knowledge which turns the subject into a member of 
society or, as Berger and Luckmann call it, a “personal identity”. Following 
Mead (1956), personal identity is not the authentic, the romantic self or the 
“I” – it is formed by society to such a degree that identities differ systemati-
cally with social structures.

/// Critics, misconceptions: SCR as basis of CoCo

Quite obviously, The Social Construction of Reality had anticipated the so-
lution to a problem, which Bourdieu (1980) and Giddens (1984) would later 
address as the gap between subjectivity and objectivity. The significance 
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Fig. 2. Articles referring to SCR by disciplines  
(Web of Science 1966–2015; N= 3100)

of this solution becomes clear when one looks at the dissemination of the 
book (see Fig. 2). In the 1970s the idea slowly diffused and since the 1980s 
various movements have been founded on it, just to mention social con-
structionism, which has since produced various introductions and hand-
books (Burr 1995, Holstein, Gubrium 2008).

As the diagram shows, social construction exhibits signs of diffusion 
in a broad range of various disciplines, including the social sciences, the 
humanities, and even the (natural) sciences. While the concept was being 
disseminated, it was also transformed by different movements, such as so-
cial constructionism (Gergen 1985), which integrated into it Foucault and 
poststructuralism in such a way as to eliminate the subject. 

Hacking (1999) has observed that the concept of social construction 
had been adapted, translated and even misconceived. We may surmise that 
as a general rule the reference to The Social Construction of Reality was ignored 
and the further one moved away from disciplines familiar with sociological 
theory to other subfields of sociology and then to completely different dis-
ciplines,  the more the notion of social construction was being turned into 
a mere formula. In the humanities, the reference to The Social Construction 
is often lost and the word is subject to rather idiosyncratic interpretations 
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and misunderstandings. Such confusion is quite consequential, especially 
because misconceptions in science often lead to tangible effects. In the 
matter of social construction these misunderstandings have led to new aca-
demic movements, such as post-constructivism or new realism. As I want 
to indicate here quickly with respect to Latour’s (2010) criticism of what he 
considers to be constructivism or social constructivism, some of their basic 
arguments fall prey to a superficial understanding of The Social Construction 
of Reality. A sketch of the counterarguments might show why we need to 
move towards the idea of the communicative construction of reality, a con-
cept which, of course, builds on an interpretation of its predecessor, The 
Social Construction of Reality.

1. Like Bourdieu before him, Latour criticizes the fact that “(social) 
construction” was cognitivist in a reductionist manner. Given 
the phenomenological background of social construction, this 
argument is in various ways wrong. First of all, SCR builds on 
Schütz and Luckmann’s (1989) famous theory of the life-world, i.e. 
the kind of reality which is implicit, tacit, and taken for granted. 
Secondly, this life-world is understood as embodied and as start-
ing, to use the term of German phenomenology adapted by Mer-
leau-Ponty, from the Leib (the body as perceived subjectively). 

2. Latour has also been exaggerating when he claimed that sociology 
had only considered humans as actors, which allowed him to an-
nounce his thesis of non-human actors as an innovation. In fact, as 
early as in 1970 Luckmann had written that in the social life-world 
almost anything can be considered as an actor – a thesis which, for 
example in the sociology of religion, is quite common. 

3. The thesis of the life-world also hints at another misunderstan-
ding: although reality is socially constructed, it is far from being 
arbitrary. Social construction is not, as new realism argues, relati-
vist. Inasmuch as social reality becomes institutionalized, it con-
stitutes what Durkheim has called an “objective” reality. Further-
more, this objective reality serves as a “socio-historic a priori” 
(Luckmann 1979) to every subsequent social construction. To put 
it simply: although we are always constructing reality, we do so 
in a world which is already constructed, and, by the way, often in 
forms which are also the result of social constructions. 

4. This leads to another argument put forward by Latour (2010). He 
argues that “(social) constructivism” is caught in the paradoxes 
of the subject-object-hiatus common to modern philosophy since 
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Descartes. To me this claim seems to be missing the most essential 
contribution of The Social Construction of Reality – the idea of the dia-
lectic between subjective and objective reality. This dialectic can-
not be reduced to an individual subject facing the world; rather it is 
by way of the interaction between (at least) two subjects that social 
reality is constructed. In fact, social reality is the result of this very 
interaction, therefore one must realize that social construction is 
not so much based on the relation between the subject and an 
object; instead it is based on the relation between the subject and 
another subject co-producing social reality. Or, to frame it in a dif-
ferent way: social construction is essentially relational.

/// The communicative construction of reality

The claim that social construction is basically relational quite obvious-
ly challenges the understanding of this theory by Berger and Luckmann 
themselves. However, one has to realize that, due to the unwanted kind of 
reception that their book received, Berger und Luckmann did not really 
elaborate much on the theory of social construction after the 1970s. While 
other approaches, such as social constructionism, adapted the concept to 
the theoretical challenges of the 1980s and 1990s, there have hardly been 
any updates in response to the more recent criticism, such as the doubts 
referred to by Latour.

However, over time the notion of social construction has been related 
to a huge number of empirical studies, which were involved in the develop-
ment of a range of new methods (mostly qualitative), such as social scien-
tific hermeneutics, the sociology of knowledge approach to discourse ana- 
lysis, ethnosemantics, communicative genre analysis or videography. All 
these methodical perspectives exhibit a tendency to shift from what used 
to be the linguistic turn to what may now be called a communicative turn 
(Knoblauch 1995). It is noteworthy that while the above-mentioned stud-
ies were in the process of turning to communication in terms of methods 
and empirical studies, there have been some other attempts to rebase social 
theory on communication (maybe after recalling that communication was 
the basic theory for Cooley and Mead). These efforts were undertaken in 
Germany, for example by Habermas and by Luhmann. The notion of com-
municative construction reflects these changes, and marks the adjustments 
made to social construction. 



/ 218 STANRZECZY 2(11)/2016

For the modifications to become clear immediately it’s enough to start 
with considering the role of relationality mentioned above. To Berger and 
Luckmann the very possibility of analysing the social construction of re-
ality while also being involved in this process depends on an analysis of 
the precondition for construction in the subject. The analysis of subjective 
consciousness, as suggested by phenomenology, provides to them the start-
ing ground for every scientific analysis. If, however, we follow their own 
theory of identity as formulated in The Social Construction of Reality, we realize 
that the phenomenological subject with which they start must be a histori-
cally situated and socially constructed “personal identity”; and in fact, the 
analysis cannot refute the perspectivity of its authors, i.e. of modern white, 
self-reflective and very verbal western beings. Relationality, therefore, not 
only accounts for the fact that subjects are always part of social relations; it 
also sets the subjective perspective within a “relation”, in the sense which 
Mannheim (1936) has called “relationing”. Therefore, relationality illumi-
nates the fact that the epistemological subject is always socialized, even 
before it starts to know, and that knowledge depends on us being social.

This notion of relationality distinguishes itself from individualistic no-
tions of action, knowledge and practice by not taking the relation between 
the subject and the world as its basis. Yet it also differs from most relationist 
theories in sociology in the sense that it does not consider relations as static 
but instead as processes. Relations are made up of actions and practices by 
which they are constituted. Moreover, as communicative constructivism 
adds, these processes are not just bivalent, i.e. relations only between one 
subject and another subject. They include an objectivation which allows for 
the incorporation of the material reality into the relation. Communicative 
action is the social action relating subjects to an objectivation.

Objectivation as a category has already been suggested by Berger and 
Luckmann. As in many other theories of communication (such as Haber-
mas’ theory of communicative action or Gergen’s stress on discourse), their 
concept too was focused only on language as the most decisive form of 
objectification of meaning. The notion of objectification, however, allows 
bodily conduct to be included in the concept of social reality. One notable 
example is the finger pointing, which to Tomasello (2008) constitutes on-
tologically as well as phylogenetically the most basic method of identifying 
signification. One should add that in a very fundamental way it is a conditio 
humana because pointing is one of the most significative gestures humans 
acquire in the ninth month of their life; it is not exclusive to humans though 
– it can be learned, e.g., by chimpanzees. It is characterized by a reciprocal 
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orientation, as opposed to the mere coordination of egoistic actions. Since 
it is also connected to an objectification which takes on meaning, we would 
call it a communicative action. 

Although the term communicative action had been used by Schütz, 
it was coined by Habermas (1985). Habermas stresses the importance of 
communication to the role of language seen as the kernel of communica-
tive rationality, and he distinguishes it from instrumental action. It has 
been argued that in this way Habermas ignores the function of material-
ity, e.g. the voice or the written word.  Yet logical thinking, as we know, is 
dependent less on spoken language than on the invention of writing. Our 
notion of communicative action, e.g. pointing, avoids the basic distinction 
of the two different action types. By considering communicative action as 
an embodied performance relating to an objectification, the concept also 
allows us to take into account the role of materiality in social reality, for 
instance the role of objects, technologies and media4.

/// Communication society and communicative rationality

So far this sketch has mainly dealt with theoretical questions as well 
as methods, as if they followed an internal logic. However, sociology too 
forms part of society. Society is not only the subject matter of sociology, 
but also its major condition. The movement from the social to the commu-
nicative construction of reality, thence, is also a result and a consequence 
of the transformation of society into what I would call the communication 
society. As this transformation has not been elaborated on before, I would 
like to at least indicate the essential aspects of this type of society.

Although modern society has been variously said to be transformed by 
deindustrialization, post-Fordism or cultural globalization, these changes 
only relate to certain institutional spheres of society, particularly economy, 
culture and politics (which were assumed by postmodernists to have lost 
their dominant role). The notion of a communication society, however, 
hints at a change which affects all spheres of society. Communication, 
which used to be restricted to culture or the “media system”, takes on 
a new role. It becomes productive in a material sense by enabling us to 
create things (as in 3D printing) which contribute to the dissolution of the 
distinction between the consumer and the producer. It transforms politics 

4 For a more detailed elaboration of communicative constructivism in English cf. Knoblauch 2013. 
A book on the theory (Kommunikative Konstruktion der Wirklichkeit) has been published in 2017 in 
Wiesbaden in German.
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(into “post-democracy”), religion (into “popular religion”) and even affects 
everyday life: social relations become mediated in a way which now makes 
it impossible to tell the difference between the “real” and the “virtual”.

The transformation into a communication society is based on the con-
struction of large technical infrastructures, e.g. the “informatization” start-
ing in the 1960s and 1970s. These infrastructures are not neutral but form 
part of the social structure in that they provide the basis for social rela-
tions, networks and communities in terms of inclusion as well as in terms 
of exclusion. Their particular impact is due to the digitization of technol-
ogy, which means that technological processes have been adjusted to digi-
tal sign systems and programs. This way, as technology became basically 
significative and communicative, the inter- and intra-activation has linked 
it to human actors in a manner which makes it increasingly difficult to tell 
who is acting and who is not. This is a common problem of all institutions, 
yet quite new to their technological and infrastructural versions. Even if 
these systems become active themselves, following their own algorithms, 
being interconnected in a “smart” way and using “big data”, they are still 
formed by communicative actions in which meanings and ideas have been 
inscribed.

This changing role of communication and the materiality of commu-
nicative action raise the question of whether something like “communica-
tive rationality” still exists. Are we subject to the instrumental rational-
ity inscribed into technologies or do we need a communicative rationality 
enshrined in the dialogical use of language (as Habermas had suggested)? 
Although we have dethroned language in our notion of communicative ac-
tion, we haven’t lost ourselves in plain relativity. Habermas’ contrafactual 
assumption that in addressing others we implicitly assume to be under-
stood by them rests on one basic principle. It is the principle of reciprocity, 
which lies at the basis of every communicative action. True, this rule is 
not restricted to humans, and it may include chimpanzees, probably even 
robots, but it does, in a rather asymmetrical way, presupposes the partici-
pation of humans or what we might call humanity. Yet, even if we need to 
assume that communicative rationality applies to humans, we must, fol-
lowing Habermas, ask, whether there is anything left of truth, if it is not 
guaranteed by language as the instrument of reason. In fact, the intrusion 
of visualization, e.g. PowerPoint, into science makes it very clear that even 
scientific truth is dependent on perspectives, on bodies, their senses and 
their movement, and of course, on technologies. 
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However, although we know that science is a social and a communica-
tive construction, we should remember that social constructions can and 
do become historic institutions, made up of discourses on truth, experi-
ences, methods and reality. Despite the fact that some fear, with Foucault, 
that the truth of science lies only in its social and discursive power, it is my 
belief that the creation, diffusion and reception of science always demands 
that we perform communicative actions together but also alone, for ex-
ample thinking. (In fact, it seems to me, that this is what I am doing right 
now, at least when writing this paper). Although our communicative acts 
rarely, or probably never lead to truth, truth as a social construction has 
always been quite consequential. It is not just a legitimatory principle but 
a directive idea in our communicative actions – at least inasmuch and when 
we do science. And it seems that we can quite reasonably communicate on 
the basis of this simple assumption of truth. On the basis of this belief we 
have achieved quite a reasonable consensus as to the words, the methods 
and the experiences we share in order to achieve truth. Moreover, we know 
that we can never achieve truth (and might not even come closer to it, as 
Popper assumed), therefore we go on communicating about it. This is what 
makes up sociology, science and (though it probably concerns the belief in 
truth less than other matters) society.
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