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ONTOLOGICAL REALISM AND THE SOCIAL
CONSTRUCTION OF REALITY"

THOMAS LUCKMANN

The fact of all facts

Empirical science cannot be ontologically neutral. It must accept the claim,
which the world presents to common human experience, the claim that it is real
because human experience is fallible, it must be skeptical as to the specifics of
that claim. However, no doubt can logically pertain to the basic principle. The
fact of all facts, that the world is there, cannot be ignored without self-
contradiction. Trying to avoid the pitfalls of human fallibility makes sense only
if one accepts some version of ontological realism.

What does ontological realism mean with regard to the specific reality of
the social world?

Two positions stand out. One side argues that one must look at the cosmos,
including the human world, objectively and that "objectively" means a view
from the "outside". The other side, although essentially accepting the empircist
perspective, argues convincingly that the outside" of the human world has an
"inside", that it is a world, which was built up in social interaction.

To be sure, the social sciences investigate a world in which the laws of
mass, energy, gravitation, and, more specifically, the laws of evolution and
genetics, are valid. However, taken by themselves, these laws do not explain
what we want to know about human affairs. When we see a person falling from
a building, we want to know whether it is suicide, murder or a jump to escape a
fire. The laws of nature determine the conditions, under which human reality
functions: no gravitation, no suicide, no murder. However, the laws of
gravitation do not help us when we want to explain why people jumped from
buildings, e.g., during the Great Depression.

Social reality is not simply presented to observation. "Objectivity" and
"measurement" in the social sciences do not mean precisely the same thing as in
the physical sciences. The latter seek to explain a cosmos, which has nothing to
say - except in a purely metaphorical sense. The social sciences, on the other
hand, investigate a world, which has something to say, which, in fact, was say-
ing something long before there were any scientists listening. That world is
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naturally artificial, to use a term introduced by Plessner'. The traditions of life,
by which human societies are organized, and the institutions associated with
them, are the cumulative result of long chains of what “naturally artificial” hu-
man beings have been and are doing. This is what ontological realism means for
the social sciences.

The universe, the earth, life on earth, including homo sapiens, have a
natural “history". However, the human social world is historical in a more
specific sense. To be sure, the human species emerged in evolution. Yet the
human social worlds are not a direct evolutionary product; they are self-made,
the products of something that emerged from evolution and is subject to its own
level of causation. Traditions and institutions are not genetic programs. Once
they have been constructed in social interaction and become established in a
collective memory, they are again transmitted in interaction. Traditions and
institutions may appear less tangible than buildings and artifacts but they are
equally main: Historical stocks of knowledge and historical institutions are
constructed, maintained, transmitted, transformed and occasionally destroyed in
social interaction. Obviously, social interaction is more than individual action,
but it presupposes action that is meaningful to the individuals engaging in them,
whether it leads to results that were intended, or when the consequences
painfully differ from those that were originally anticipated.

The meaning of individual action, essentially subjective, is mostly derived
from social stocks of knowledge. These, of course, do not arise by themselves.
They are built up in communicative social interaction.

The idea that social reality is a human historical “accomplishment” was
anticipated by a long line of philosophers and historians, from Aristotle and
Thucydides, to Vico, Montaigne and Montesquieu, and further to Adam Smith
and Marx. Nonetheless, a comprehensive formulation had to wait until the
twentieth century. Max Weber, and after him Alfred Schutz and others took up
the main epistemological and methodological issues connected with this idea”.
Building upon their views, I present a view of the relationship between
individual and collective levels of reality, describing the links between action,
knowledge and the construction of social worlds.

Before coming to that, I may briefly anticipate the elementary
methodological conclusion that is based upon the principle of ontological
realism: that social realities are the result of human activities and that because
they were constructed in meaningful social actions in a historical social world,
they are to be reconstructed as data for the social sciences in a way that
preserves rather than destroys their essential meaningfulness and historicity”.
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Constructing and reconstructing

To repeat: the social sciences reconstruct in the form of 'data’ something,
which had been already constructed as a historical social world. They recon-
struct it in small parts as well as larger wholes, in shorter or longer stretches.
The common constructions of ordinary folk were from early on influenced by
literary (epic, fictional, etc.) transformations and representations of the human
world. In addition, in the modern period social science reconstructions are in-
creasingly diffused into the common (sense) constructions of social reality.

Certainly, not all human activity consists of communicative interaction in
the usual sense of the word. Animals are hunted, fields are tilled, shelters are
built, children are nurtured, enemies are fought. Yet, as these simple examples
show, even what is not primarily communicative interaction is usually
facilitated and often accompanied by it. It follows that the human social world is
already mainly constructed in communicative interaction. It hardly needs to be
pointed out that the reconstructions of social realities are communicative by
definition.

Reconstructions are an essentially narrative kind of a activity. Outside of
the strict rules of evidence that govern such activities in the context of science,
narrative reconstructions, both literary and, most basically, those that occur in
verbal interaction, are part of a common, pre-scientific level of social discourse.
They feed the collective memory of families, social groups and classes,
institutions and entire societies.

I have spoken of constructions of reality as social action. For a relevant
explanation of social structures, institutions, organizations and social classes,
one must turn to their historical formation in social interaction. In some way
'history' is the necessary background for any human action. But institutions do
not account directly for individual actions. One must to allow for something that
mediates systematically between them and individual actions, a principle of
behavioral integration, which takes into account the 'location' of individual life-
courses in the temporal dimension of history, a personal identity,

Social interaction and communication

Action can be best defined as a form of behavior as well as non-behavior,
which is meaningful to the actor. Although ordinary experiences are, of course,
meaningful to the individual, action is meaningful in an additional way. It was
originally projected. It has a subjective purpose. Action proceeds in accordance
with the project®. Evidently, not all behavior is action; some behavior may be a
simple reflex without awareness on the part of the organism; many experiences
are meaningful, although they had not been projected. On the other hand, not all
projected behavior is action; some of it may remain mere fantasy. And, of
course, not all non-behavior is action: only abstaining from behavior is,
provided that the abstention was planned by the actor.

Social actions may be actions in which the concrete fellow beings are ex-
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perienced directly in face-to-face situations, or they may be actions oriented to
people who are not present. In the first case, the reaction is perceived immedi-
ately, in the latter case, it is perceived with delay, if at all. Furthermore, social
action may be oriented to people who are taken exclusively in their typicality or
social function.

In face-to-face interaction overt behavior comes to the notice of others and
can be interpreted by them and reacted to on the spot. Such social action is not
only oriented to others in the original project but is influenced by others in its
performance. Social action is characterized both by the two-dimensionality of
meaning that is constitutive of action in general, and by the specific structure of
experiences that involve others as concrete persons or as social types, either
face-to-face or in recollection and anticipation. The meaning of social action is
thus co-constituted by the meaning which others have for the actor. And in
addition to this 'determination by anticipation', others influence social action
directly by action and communication in face-to-face situations, and indirectly
by the anticipation of their potential responses.

Most of the time we 'interpret' actions of others routinely. When we
observe them, the 'meaning' of their actions presents itself 'automatically’ to us.
We do not normally stop to think about it. If the course of an action does not fit
what we expect, however, it presents a problem of some sort, and its typical
routine 'meaning' must be replaced by another. This requires interpretive acts.

Acquiring and transmitting knowledge’

An individual acquires knowledge whenever he stores away an experience.
However, adults learn little that is new from many experiences. The same
situations occur again and again, and the problems that they may have originally
presented were solved long ago. The solutions were stored in the stock of
knowledge, and, upon the individual's being faced with a similar situation, they
are used to master it. The oftener the solutions were applied successfully, the
more reutilized the application.

Whenever a situation 'resists' the application of old routines, one must
begin to think. Reviewing the available and potentially relevant elements of
one's stock of knowledge, one applies them to the situation, testing whether they
fit. Thinking in problematic situations proceeds until the problem is adequately
resolved. What represents an 'adequate’ solution is a function of several factors.
One is the individual's subjective system of relevance, another is his pragmatic
interest in the situation, still another external requirements of the situation.
Finally, if the problem is a social one, the 'adequacy' of solutions also depends
upon the social definition of the situation. The results of such problem-solving
activities contribute significantly to the individual stock of knowledge by
changing existing typifications, and by formulating new strategies of action.

The proportion of reutilized "old" knowledge and unproblematic experi-

> For an extensive analysis of the processes involved inm the acquisition of knowledge, and
for a typology of the structure of social stocks of knowledge see Schutz, A. and Luckmann, Th.
Die Strukturen der Lebenswelt, II, Frankfurt,1983 (The Structures of the Life-World. Vol. II,
Evanston, Ill., 1989).
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ences to "new" knowledge and problematic is historically variable. In archaic
and traditional societies, the recipes that one has learned as a child tend to hold
up for a life-time. In modern societies, marked by a complex social distribution
of knowledge and rapid social change, people frequently encounter problematic
situations, which can not be solved by old routines and which require the acqui-
sition of "new" knowledge. In such societies, specialized knowledge increases
enormously. How specialized knowledge is distributed and where and when it is
to be found, is no longer known to everyone.

A striking feature of these societies is a certain opaqueness of the social
world. While almost everyone is a specialist in something or other, he has
difficulty in orienting himself outside a narrow area of competence. The
increase in specialized forms of knowledge leads to various commercialized
forms in its transmission, e.g., in the form of how-to-do books and more
recently of the Googles, Yahoos and Wikipedias. The electronic media are
taking an increasing share in the dissemination of knowledge, half-knowledge
and bunk. What they do is largely uncontrolled for inaccuracy in capitalist and
more or less democratic societies, and what they do is controlled against
accuracy for political purposes in autocratic regimes. If such media functioned
properly, however, if they made reliable information generally available, they
could reduce the opaqueness of reality in the modern world.
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“CoaJisHOe  KOHCTPYHUPOBAHUE PEANbHOCTU, cocTosBlIelics 25-27 CceHTa0ps
2012 r. Ha akynsTere coruonoruu EI'Y.

B nexnuu nznoxensl B3ras! T. JlykmMaHa Ha OHTOJIOTHYECKHE OCHOBBI BO3-
HUKHOBEHHUSI 1 HAKOIJIEHUS COLMAJIBHOIO OIBITA B KAUECTBE CUCTEMBI IIPECTaBIIE-
HUH, pa3BUBAaEMBIX B COL[MAJIBHBIX IPAKTUKaX; B YACTHOCTHU, PACCMATPUBAIOTCS BO3-
3peHUs 110 JaHHOMY BOIIPOCY psifia TEOPETUKOB.

JIykmaH paznuyaeTr colualbHOE KOHCTPYUPOBAaHUE U COLIMAJIBHOE PEKOHCTPY-
HpOBaHHE PEaTbHOCTH KaK MEPBUYHBINA M BTOPUYHBINA OMBIT HAKOIUICHUS 3HAHUN U
MIPEACTaBICHUN O HEH, B ONpeAeNEHHON cTeneHn cyObeKTUBHBIX. ColanbsHoe pe-
KOHCTPYHUPOBAHUE PEAJIBHOCTU IIPOUCXOAUT U BIIOCJIEICTBUM, KOTJa YEJIOBEK IIPU-
obOpeTaeT 3HaHMS U MPEICTABICHUS, OCHOBAHHBIC Ha OOBEKTUBHO-CYOBEKTHBHBIX
3HAHMSX U NIPEACTABICHISX IPEeIbIIYIINX TOKOJICHHH. JTOT IpoIiecc OTMEUEH eIé
OonbIeil CTENeHbI0 CyOBEKTUBHOCTH. BaxkHeHIIyl0 pojb B COIMAIBHOM KOHCT-
PYHUPOBaHUU PEAIBHOCTU UTPAIOT COLMANbHAs] KOMMYHHUKALMA U HHTEPAKIIML.





