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1 | ntroduction

Realism and social constructionism are often rezgha$ opposing traditions
in social theory, and indeed even as mutually eainttory. This book, however,
develops and substantiates the critical realisiraemt that social scientists should be
both realistsand social constructionists. Such an argument resfsasticular readings
of both terms. Certain kinds of realists cannoté&eain kinds of social
constructionists, and vice versa. But this book anfjue that the most tenable version
of social realism is entirely consistent with theshtenable version of social
constructionism, and it will develop detailed aassuof both in order to justify the
case for them.

The purpose of this book, however, is not onlyite @ realist evaluation of,
and version of, social constructionism. It appraacsocial constructionism primarily
because | believe that any attempt to make senseraocial world must be able to
explain the roles that culture, language, discoargeknowledge play in it. It is in
stimulating debate on these questions that socratouctionism has been most
valuable. Proceeding as | do from a critical réglerspective, | believe that we
cannot make sense of such issues without undemstpgdestions of ontology: what
kinds of things are operating, how they can existi how they can be causally
influential. It is by developing a social ontologlnormatively based phenomena —
specifically, culture, language, discourse and Kedge — that this book seeks to
make an original contribution to the debate onaamnstructionism. It is by offering
such an ontology that it justifies its claims abbatv these phenomena could possibly
participate in processes of social construction.
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These discussions of social ontology, | hope, diyegaveal something of the
disciplinary orientation of this book. The bookaisvork of social theory, which draws
on sociology and philosophy but also on argumedisiaced by linguists, historians,
psychologists and even literary theorists. It dagshowever, in order to focus on the
nature of the social world, and aims to offer ihssgthat are relevant to practitioners
across the social sciences. It therefore crossay diaciplinary boundaries. This
might seem intimidating, but | have attempted t&kenavery step of the argument
accessible to the ordinary academic reader. Ors@ts this might leave specialists
in the areas concerned frustrated by my simplificest of their complex fields. For
this, | apologise, but | consider it a reasonalleepto pay for the prize: an argument
that is able to engage with many of the diversellettual influences that have
coalesced into contemporary social constructionism.

This introduction seeks, very briefly, to placestbrgument in its intellectual

context and to explain the relation between thecsitire of the book and its argument.

Varieties of social constructionism
Social theory in the late twentieth century was ohated by the challenges

raised by postmodernism and poststructuralismhéntwenty-first century
postmodernism, at least, is dead. Yet social theosill in a process of coming to
terms with its legacy, and most particularly witle thallenges it raised to the status
of social scientific knowledge claims and to theilbls it raised about traditional —
particularly Marxist — conceptions of social sturet In a sense social theory is still
working through the process of synthesising petsgescthat, on the one hand, draw
on the strengths of earlier traditions while, oa ¢ther, seeking to modify them in
response to these challenges. Perhaps the mostipreéael and influential product of
this process is social constructionism, which feentbooming since the 1980's.

If there is one claim that is definitive of soctainstructionism, it is the
argument that the ways in which we collectivelynthand communicate about the
world affect the way that the world is. But so@ahstructionism is not a single
synthesis; rather, there are a range of socialteai®nisms, each striking a different

balance between traditional sociological argumantspostmodernist innovations.

! One rough indication of the timing of this boormdze obtained by examining the dates of the A-Z of
“Social Construction of X” book titles offered bgr Hacking (2000: 1-2). He gives two titles from
1979, eight from the 1980s, and 21 from the 19%98s. exception is Berger and Luckmann’s classic
text, which gave us the term in the first placer(f@e and Luckmann 1971 [1966]).
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The intuition that guides this book is the bell#ittsome of these constructionisms
assume plausible processes through which our tigrdend communication could
affect the world while others depend on thoroughiglausible claims about such
processes. In evaluating such claims, | will pldean on a scale that stretches from
trivial constructionist arguments, througfloderate arguments that are based on
plausible claims about the causal processes indpteeadical or extreme
constructionisms that depend on what | will argreeimplausible claims.

Let us dismissrivial constructionism quickly, with an example: wherraup
of workers co-operate to build a house or othelding, they co-ordinate their actions
by talking to each other. Such communication cleaffects the ways in which they
subsequently act in the physical process of produttie building. While this is
indeed an example in which the ways in which thiédeus collectively think and
communicate about the world affect the way thawvtbdd is, it is not such cases in
which social constructionists are interested. i th a case of social construction at
all, it is a trivial case in the sense that theasgt of social construction has added
nothing to our ordinary day to day understandinthefcase. There is no real dispute
between social theorists about the fact that soatmtunication affects subsequent
physical acts, but social constructionists arer@sid in more challenging arguments.

Social constructionisms derive their force fronugter claim: that changing
the ways in which people collectively think andéommunicate about the worid
itself constitutes a change with significance for thaaargorld. If, for example, we
all stopped believing that money was a suitablegho exchange for goods and
services, if we stopped believing that it lexdhange value, then money as such
would cease to exist: there might still be banksoteins, and credit cards, but they
would no longer function as money (Searle 1995: M@)ney, then, is in some way
socially constructed.

As lan Hacking stresses, one of the most significaplications of any claim
that something is socially constructed is thabiild be constructedifferently: it
would be possible for us collectively to think @iféntly and this would make the
constructions that depend on this thinking difféierthemselves (2000: 6-7). Perhaps
the most influential formulation of this argumerasSimone de Beauvoir’'s famous
claim that “One is not born, but rather becomespman. No biological,
psychological, or economic fate determines theréghat the human female presents

in society; it is civilization as a whole that praeks this creature” (Beauvoir 1997
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[1949]: 295). Gender, in other words, could beat#ht; woman, or at least our social
expectations of women and how they should act,ccbalproduced differently in a
different civilization. One of the strengths of dconstructionist arguments is that
they make us aware of such possibilities.

To state that such phenomena as money and gendbecially
constructed, however, leaves open some rather darggtions that must be answered
if social constructionism is to be more than jukady form of political rhetoric.
Most strikingly, it leaves open the questions ofixactly it is that is being
constructed, what it is that is doing the constnggtand what the process is through
which this can occur. It is in answering such goestthat moderate and radical
constructionists differ. I do not propose to exasrinose differences in detail here
since they will be examined from a variety of diffiet perspectives over the course of
this book. Indeed, it is precisely by examiningsiaguestions that the book will seek
to make its argument. Still, the basic principla ba@ enumerated here: realists divide
the world into that which depends on how we (indiiglly or collectively) think
about it and that which does not. For realistsd-randerate constructionists — only
the former can be socially constructed while thefacan not. Radical
constructionists tend to deny any such distinctiorthe grounds thaverything
depends on the ways in which we think about igtdeast to include in the socially
constructed category things that realists would not

Realism versus social constructionism?
It is this radical variety that leads to the betledt social constructionism is

incompatible with realism (e.g. Gergen 2001: 849, 3hotter 1993: 12-13, 65).
Realism, at least in the context of this debate; beataken as the belief that there are
features of the world that are the way they arepathdently of how we think about
them. By contrast, radical constructionists derag there are any such features, or
alternatively, that there is anything we can sayualvhether such features exist. The
incompatibility of these two approaches is clead there has been some tendency
for battle lines to be drawn on this basis, whiaek bften obscured the possibility that
a more moderate social constructionism might beetpicompatible with a realist
understanding of the social world. One consequehtigese battle lines is that some

social constructionists invoke the rhetoric of tadical tendency to position

2 For a series of examples of radical constructtasi@ms, see (Smith 2010: 127-9).
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themselves as antagonistic to realism, while baglkit the substantive claims of the
radical wing and insisting that they do not deny tibality of the external world —
“leaving open an escape door of plausible dentghilas Christian Smith puts it
(Smith 2010: 126). Meanwhile, realists have somesimtisplayed the mirror image of
this reaction, rejecting any perspective carryirggpastructionist label while
simultaneously acknowledging, for example, the epbclependence of social reality
and thus one of the fundamental components of ratelepnstructionisnsYet a
more careful examination of the work of leadingkars on both sides suggests a
more ambivalent relation between the two traditiés both sides, the denial of
common ground is frequently accompanied by theaepént of arguments that are
thoroughly compatible with the supposedly opposiadition.

This book argues for a realist social constructioni or, if you prefer, a
socially constructionist realism. In doing so,alléws a lead suggested by Roy
Bhaskar, who challenges Shotter’s belief that sealand social constructionism are
incompatible (Bhaskar 1993: 186). Indeed, Bhaskagsk on the concept
dependence of social structure makes it eminergbyr ¢hat critical realism implies
some kind of social constructionism (Bhaskar 1988/P]). | hope that this book will
encourage more realists to embrace a moderatd sonstructionism and indeed to
recognise that many of them already do so impjicitiat it will encourage social
constructionists to recognise the value of reabksm their own need for it; and that it
will show those with no previous commitment to eitkradition that they can be
combined fruitfully. At the same time, the bookaipolemic against radical social
constructionism, which, it will argue, is not jui&ble in any circumstances.

The title of the book pays homage to two classicke@f moderate
constructionism. The first is Berger and Luckmanitie Social Construction of
Reality (1971 [1966]), which introduced the tesartial construction to sociologists
and began the trajectory that has led to its cuubiguity, although the concept itself
goes back much furthérAlthough Berger and Luckmann'’s title sounds rallitas
not reality in general, but social reality, tha¢ytregard as being socially constructed
— an argument that will be returned to in chapkeven. The second classic work

referenced in my title is John Searl&lse Construction of Social Reality (Searle

% Or abandoning constructionist elements of critiealism when they come to apply it empirically
(Al-Amoudi and Wilmott 2011).

* Lock and Strong, for example, trace it back towloek of the early eighteenth century Italian
philosopher Giambattista Vico (Lock and Strong 2040 2).
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1995), which will be discussed in some detail iamtler four. In rearranging their
titles to form mine, | have sought to draw attentio the ways in which social
construction is both a real process and a procassevproducts are real: real, in both
contexts, in just the sorts of way that criticadlrem would lead us to expect.

Given the importance of these two books, it is ppghpredictable that others
should already have rearranged their titles irstmae way that | have, most notably
Christian Smith in a recent chapter title (Smiti@0ch. 3). Smith’s chapter (which |
became aware of only after | had already writtenrttajority of this book) is perhaps
the most substantial previous critical realist dgsgon of social constructionism and
there is a great deal of overlap between our petisies. Like Smith, | divide social
constructionisms into moderate and radical vers{besalls themveak or realist and
strong versions respectively), | regard moderate constmism as enormously
valuable and thoroughly compatible with realisng &see radical constructionism as
thoroughly unsound (Smith 2010: 119-122). The dbjef this book, however, is to
take the argument beyond Smith’s version of it byadoping a substantive realist
ontology of the phenomena that underpin procedssescmal construction, which
enables us to pinpoint more precisely what is @ablconstructionism and what is
not. This book also digs deeper into the argumeihs®me key constructionist
thinkers in order to reclaim rather more of thearlwfor a realist constructionist
synthesis than Smith do@s.

The social ontology of normatively based phenomena
Constructionist arguments generally assign kesrimie¢he process of

construction to one or more of: culture, languatigcourse, and knowledge. For a
realist, if these are significant then it is be@atiey have aausal effect, and the
attribution of causal significance to these norreii based phenomena demands an
investigation into their ontological structures. B® more precise, we must identify
the mechanisms by virtue of which they can be causally effecti@hapter two begins
to build the argument of this book by introducihg tritical realist approach to
ontology and the key ontological building block wini | will argue, underpins all of
these phenomena: the social entities lmalm circles. In doing so, it summarises
some key elements of the account of normativityettgsed in my previous bocdkhe

® Inevitably, there are also issues on which | disagvith Smith, such as the nature of personhood —
the main focus of his book — and his endorsememntarhl realism, a view which | have criticised
elsewhere (Elder-Vass 2010b).
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Causal Power of Social Structures (Elder-Vass 2010a). Those readers who are already
familiar with that book could skip much of chapten, but for other readers this
chapter is essential reading: the rest of the mabbknake little sense otherwise.

The remainder of the book is divided into four fent parts, each of which
iterates back and forth between discussions oflegycand of constructionism. Part
two addresses the ontology of culture and norntgtiand how these are implicated
in the construction of institutional reality; p#inree the ontology of language, and its
role in the construction of categories and, morgiqdarly, the human sex categories;
part four addresses the ontology of discoursejtandle in the construction of
cultures, social classes, and subjects; and parchnsiders the ontology of
knowledge and extreme constructionist argumentth®social construction of
reality itself. Generally, the later chapters ofle@art draw on the arguments
developed in the earlier ones, so while it may ibble for readers to be selective
about whichparts of the book they read, | would advise againshiyto read the later
chapter(s) in a part without making sense of thikezane(s) first.

Constructionist arguments are so diverse in so naayg that the sequence in
which this book addresses them is inevitably keldatbitrary. If there is a logic at all,
it is perhaps that the sequence of the parts teftee degree to which realists are
likely to be comfortable with the claims they catesi. Nevertheless, each part will
cover both constructionist arguments that it witjuge realists should accept and

others that it will encourage them to reject.

Culture and institutions
Just as there is more than one way of being alsomigtructionist, there is

also more than one way of being a social realisis Dook pays much more attention
to the varieties of social constructionism thatiaes to the varieties of realism; there
are many varieties of philosophical realism thatiit not engage with at all. Part I,
however, engages with two important realist autihdosely related traditions to
my own. Chapter three, in developing a realist antof the social ontology of
culture, engages critically with Margaret Archeaitscount of culture. Archer works
within the same critical realist tradition as | dmd my argument is influenced by
hers in important ways, but our disagreement dvemniture of culture illustrates the
point that even those who share very close philosapviews can differ on their

application to the social realm.
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Archer and | would nevertheless agree, | beligvat, there are collective
social entities with causal powers. By contrashn)Searle, although profoundly
realist in other ways, often seems to deny the@xce of such social entities, and
seeks to construct an account of complex socistutisns that is both realist and
constructionist in relatively weak senses of betimis. Chapter four engages with
Searle’s account of institutional reality in somegadl, and argues that although there
is a great deal we can learn from it, his mostregtng and useful concepts can be
reused more fruitfully in a framework thiatrealist about social structures.

Taken together with chapter two, chapters threefamdprovide a realist —
and yet also a social constructionist — accoutth@fsocial ontology of both culture
and complex social institutions. It is not untirptaree, however, that we engage with

the more radical forms of social constructionism.

Linguistic constructionism
Perhaps the commonest constructionist answer tqQuéstion ‘What is it that

is doing the construction?’ language. For radical linguistic constructionists, it is
language that shapes our understanding of the wmattlter than the world that shapes
the way we describe it using language. Ignoringliermoment the many different
variations of linguistic constructionism, we camplify the radical linguistic
constructionist position into the form of a thréepsargument. Step onelisguistic
arbitrariness: the claim that language is arbitrary in the sehagit is not influenced
by the world it is taken to describe. This is aguement that is often based on the
work of Ferdinand de Saussure on signification.g@rafive argues against the more
radical versions of linguistic arbitrariness, oifiey a realist take on Saussure’s
analysis.

Step two in this radical constructionist argumenihat | will calllinguistic
hegemony: the claim that it is through language, rathentttaough perceptual
experience, that our conception of the world isrfed. Perhaps the most familiar
consequence of this argument is the common den@ntemporary social theory of
the concept of natural kinds, a denial that isroftdelledanti-essentialism. Chapter
seven responds by defending the notion of natumalskand essences, and discussing
their relation to our linguistic categories. Thas¢egories are always social products,
but I will argue that they can and do sometimesrraf natural kinds of things and

that when they do the external world does influemaelinguistic categories. These
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categories are the outcome of a series of causgibotions between the world that
our categories purport to describe, our own cajescits individual knowers, and the
social forces that influence language. While ouceptions of the external world are
influenced by our concepts, this is not a one-watyabtwo-way process, one in which
we collectively tend to develop concepts that good to think with’ because they
tend to produce reliable ways of intervening inwweeld. The implications of this
argument for natural kinds and essences are #itiestrin chapter seven by a
discussion of the nature of the human sexes.

Steps one and two combine to produce the argurhanotir understanding of
the world is itself arbitrary and undetermined bg tvorld itself — perhaps even, in
the most radical versions, uninfluenced by the didNhat, thendoes determine our
meanings and our understandings of the world? t&teg in the radical linguistic
constructionist argument offers an answer to thisstjon:the social determination of
meaning. This is the claim that the meanings that we aasoavith linguistic terms
and structures are fixed, not by reference to thedybut as the outcome of social
power battles. Combining step three with the presitwo steps leads to the
conclusion that our conceptions of the world areaeined by some sort of social
power through the medium of language. Again thig wfathinking draws on
Saussure, and his account of the social aspettg ¢dnguage system. Chapter six
engages with Saussure again to develop a reatistiatof the language system that
shows how concrete social forces — linguistic nonmles — can influence our
language withoudetermining it. We can thus take on board the constructiongght
that the social world influences our language withexccepting the radical
constructionist conclusion that our language isrelyta product of the social and
therefore independent of the world it purports ésaibe.

| have formulated this overview of part three assponse to linguistic
constructionism, which has produced what may seelpe tan oddity: the order of my
chapters does not follow the order of my argumené hThere is, however a good
reason for this: these chapters also construcarigp) realist ontology of language,
and they are ordered so that this unfolds in aldgiequence. Here, as throughout the
book, the principle underlying the structure of ok is that a careful response to
constructionism must rest on a careful analysthefontology of the forces that it
seeks to invoke. The outcome, in this case, islien that the language system is not

a free floating realm of signs but rather a sehaterially-based mental properties of
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human individuals influenced and standardised thinawormative pressure by social

groups: linguistic norm circles.

Discursive constructionism
Other constructionists have a different answehéodquestion ‘What is it that

is doing the construction?’ Their answer is drawimprily from the work of Michel
Foucault. For Foucault, it discourse that shapes the social world. The distinction
between language and discourse is often missedt, iblan important ondanguage
provides us with the tools to express meaning hackfore shapdsow we may do

S0, whereasdiscourse, at least as Foucault uses the term, relates tetheation of
the content of what we say. Chapter eight begins part four by buildingalist
account of discourse, drawing heavily on Foucawtsk but going beyond it, as
with Searle’s, to identify the social entities, twlectives, that stand behind the
system of discursive normativity he invokes. Ongaim, | will argue, it is a variety of
norm circles that is responsible: what we may adbcursive normcircles.

Such norm circles, chapter eight argues, regulagt we may say and
influence how we think. The consequence is that tieve the potential to shape
concept-dependent social structures. Chapter ngwesses two examples of social
structures that may be discursively shaped, anchiexes the processes involved —
cultures (with an ‘s’) and classes. In both caesse causally influential structures
are themselves shaped by discursive pressuresvomwadhink about them. Pierre
Bourdieu has described this processyasbolic struggle, and chapter nine relates my
argument back to his account of class: a classimele of how to combine realism
and social constructionism in the analysis of cetecsocial phenomena.

The most influential application of Foucault’s angent, however, has been to
the other side of the structure/agency pair. Chidptediscusses the idea tisabjects
are discursively (or indeed linguistically) constied, developing a critique of Judith
Butler’s performative account of the constructidrswbjects. While it rejects the
extreme constructionism of Butler's account, iteguts that there is a more moderate
sense in which subjects are (at least partly) coot&d: our senses and/or concepts of
ourselves are shaped by discursive forces, asasdll other forms of experience.
This remains, however, the kind of process thabrssistent with a realist social

ontology
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Knowledge and reality
Part five addresses the most radical variety oasaonstructionism, which

argues that we have no warrant for believing itityebecause we have access only to
our own beliefs about it, glossed as ‘knowledgay aot to reality itself. If

knowledge, then, is socially constructed, and tgaionly accessible to us in the
form of our beliefs about it, then there is nothung can think or say that is not
socially constructed. The implication of this viessthat everything is a social
construction, and our belief that we have access texternal world is itself such a
construction — a construction that we can nevesygsérom in order to actually obtain
epistemic access to that world.

Chapter eleven develops a realist constructionisbant of knowledge. It
accepts and indeed clarifies the constructionguiment that the quality of being
‘knowledge’ is one that is socially conferred omtam beliefs or types of beliefs. But
it goes beyond existing constructionisms by offgam account of the normative
structures that produce this effect: once agaesdtlare varieties of norm circles.

Nevertheless, accepting that knowledge is soctalhstructed in this
restricted sense does not entail that knowledgeirsluenced by the external world,
nor does it entail that we cannot access the eadterorld. Radical constructionists do
not generally deny that the external world exibtg;they do argue that it is
unknowable to us in any form but that of socialiystructed knowledge claims. If
this is so, their argument suggests, then whetheothe external world exists we
have no effective epistemic access to it. Whathwektof as reality, on this account,
is nothing more than a set of socially construtteliefs.

Chapter twelve argues against this extreme coriginist conclusion.
Constructionist denials of access to the worldre@essarily unstable. They cannot
consistently make their argument without acceptiogexample, that there is
someone to offer this argument to, or that commatioa is possible, or that there is
some social influence on our knowledge claims. iff@ication is that in offering
their argument at all they implicitly accept thestence of a reality external to
themselves. And if the very activity in which thaye engaged is possible, if
communication is possible, then it can only procéedugh a process in which each
participant gains access to something of the eatevorld: the communication itself.
It is impossible to argue successfully that we caimave access to the external world

independently of our beliefs about it unless weegtinto solipsism: the belief that |
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am the only thing that exists. Once we acceptwleatan communicate then we
implicitly accept that those communications are stiiimg external to us and that we

have access to them, even if that access is mddgteur existing beliefs.

Reconciling realism and social constructionism
A variety of other critical realist scholars haveeady argued that realism and

moderate social constructionism can and shouldb#med, while radical
constructionism should be rejected. Andrew Saygrexample, writes that “Realists
need have no problem with ‘weak’ social construtsm, that is with the idea that
accounts of facts or the real are socially congddiq(Sayer 2000: 62) and on the next
page argues that while weak constructionism is @tile with critical realism,
strong constructionism (i.e. radical constructiamiss not. More recently, Christian
Smith, as noted earlier, has endorsed moderatéraotignism, while rejecting strong
constructionism’s claim that “Reality itself for imans is a human, social
construction” (Smith 2010: 121-2). Jonathan JosephJohn Roberts reject the
excessive claims of some discursive constructisnigit then seek to incorporate
some aspects of them “within realist frameworkgisgph and Roberts 2004: 5).

Nor is it only self-declared critical realists whave endorsed this kind of
view. William Sewell, for example, has argued thddnhuman resources have a
material existence that is not reducible to rulesaemas, but the activation of
material things as resources, the determinatiadhesf value and social power, is
dependent on the cultural schemas that inform dwaial use” (Sewell 1992: 12).
David Nightingale and John Cromby endorse sociattractionism in psychology
while calling for a recognition of the real worlddacondemning those
constructionisms “that steadfastly refuse to engeitfe anything other than talk”
(Nightingale and Cromby 1999: 222). Diana Coole 8achantha Frost have argued
that we can “accept social constructionist argusherttile also insisting that the
material realm is irreducible to culture or disc®ir(Coole and Frost 2010: 27).
Sergio Sismondo, in a book on science studiesattaged for “realism as well as
constructivism” (Sismondo 1996: 2). And as we shave, Pierre Bourdieu has
already combined realism and constructionism higiflgctively in his account of
class (Bourdieu 2010).

What this book brings that is new, then, is notlihsic idea that realism and

moderate social constructionism might be compattolé rather a careful realist
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exploration of the mechanisms, the social entiiesl the processes that lie behind
social construction: the social ontology of sociahstruction. The concept of norm
circles has proven to be exceptionally (and to sertent unexpectedly) useful here,
providing as it does the ontological key to eackthefnormatively based phenomena
that are substantially implicated in the processaafial construction. In exploring the
mechanisms by which social construction can odduglieve this book provides an
excellent basis for judging what kinds of constiaaitst claims are viable and what
kinds are not.
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