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The Myth of Reflexivity:
The Possibility and impossibility of social constructionism

ABSTRACT

The insight that the meaning of an action is not determined by its intrinsic property, but
is socially constituted through its interaction with others’ action, which the labeling theory
of deviance suggested, is closely related to the problem of how we should think about the
nature of “the social”. This insight, however, has been obscured with the decline of the
labeling theory resulting from its controversy with the positivistic approach. Following the
tradition of the definitional approach, Spector and Kitsuse proposed the social
constructionist approach to social problems.

In this paper, in order to accurately understand the nature of “the social” or the meaning
of “being socially constructed (constituted)”, we will examine (1) the constructionist
program of Spector and Kitsuse, (2) the criticism of “ontological gerrymandering” by
Woolgar and Pawluch and the reformulation of “strict constructionism” by Ibarra and
Kitsuse, (3) the argument of Pollner in favor of reflexive observation or description, and
that of Bogen and Lynch against reflexivity.

It should be noticed that although Pollner assumes a sociologist’s reflexive observation
or description (taking the theoretical or analytical attitude) of a member’s observation or
description (taking the natural attitude), the natural attitude, as Bogen and Lynch argue,
includes every attitude and there is no standpoint from which we can observe or describe
the natural attitude entirely.

It is concluded that an action is socially constructed (constituted) as such not through
being “referred to” (observed or described) as such by others on the meta-level. We should
regard “the social” as involved in the realm of not being “referred to” but being “displayed”

(in Wittgenstein’s sense) in social interaction.

Key Words: reflexivity, social constructionism, social problems



