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we might speculate on how it works simply on the basis of its similarity to
things we do know about. This speculation has an honorable place in science,

it is evident in Kepler's laws of planetary motion, Harve%stheory of the
circulation of blood, and of course Crick and Watson;s speculation about the
double helix structure of DNA. The trouble with the clock method of inference
with regard to language and thought is that we have no phenomena or experience
whidhk remotely resemble themoa’What else is like thought? Indeed, we put language
at the centre of very many comparisons by talking of logical languages, the
language of art, the language of gesture and so forth. These are illuminated by
the comparison with language, not vice versa. S0, it seems we forbid ourselves
km from considering language and thought as anything other than a unique

case. If it were not so, we would not be in the tangle we are in, for we could
look at the relationship between thought and cake baking, thought and wood sawing
and thought and whistling. Ve presume that the relationship between thought

and language must be a special one while at the same time painting ourselves

into a methodological corner by defining thought as unobservable., As a
consequence, Fowler et al are forced to the expedience of argument by legislation
in order to extricate themselves. As we shall see, the notion of a special
relationship between thought ard language only holds up if one allows an

overly cognitive, overly logicist view of language activities to be put in

place. There are no good grounds for allowing this to happen,

By allowing this vague identification of language and thought, Fowler et al
almost manage to avoid a really difficult problem. This is the specification
of just how and just in what ways langauge and thought are connected. A

good way of seeing just why they do not actually avoid this difficulty is to
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overcognitivises language by treating it as a permanently mentalistic
phenomenon, And yet we know from our own experiences that a great deal of our
talk is“thoughtless: routine and non-cognitive. e do not expend cog:itive
skills nor evince cognitive attitudes mery often. The over oognitivising,

over logicising of language is a direct result of treating this one sphkte

of our lives as somehow extrg special. In assuming that the relationship
between thought and mental life is out of the ordinary, in a way that the
relationship between whistling and thought, or humming and manual dexterity

are not.(I always sing when I woodwork. Why should singing and sawing be

less related- or the relationship between them less speclal- than speaking

end thinking?) The object of this point is not to multiply mental phenomenm%
but to deflate the claims that are made about language. As Wittgenstein put it,
speaking is g part of our natural histonyfﬁnﬂ;is no more important a part than
standing upright or having bimocular vision. If any of our activities could be
Just as easily said to display the processes of out thought, and we think that
you might as well say this for whistling, sawing, driving or musing as for
speaking, then we have no grounds whatsoever for supposing that there is a
special relationship between the grammar of thought and the grammar of
language. Grammarians, semanticists and logicians might suppose that the

ease with which propositions can be rendered into formal terms indicates the
identicality of logical grammars, and they might support this supposgtion my
inventing logical conventions ( rules) which show how to decompose propositions,

but the demonstrations which they give are not so much drawn out of the

cases they discuss as imposed upon them. They use the supposed structure of

the one to find the presumed structure of the other, And at this point we return
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our central question. Vhat grounds do we have for the supposition that
language and thought are structured? What grounds do we have for suggesting

that they are similarly structured?

XII

The sociology of knowledge begins with the fact of the social distribution
of knowledgee What people know varies within and between societies. What
is counted as knowledge ( as opposed to belief, opinion, speculation and
the like) is related to socially defined sets of arrangements, ILinguistic
relativism is but one explanatory thesis which tries to account for particular
distributions and for the continuation of particular sets of arrangements.
It is often used, then, alongside other explanatory theses to provide them
with their distinctive sociology of knowledge edge. 'We encountered it

being deployed with class interests in the explanations of the Strong Programme.,

We also found it bolstering the class ideology account that was offered Ly

Critical Linguisticse. In both cases, what people could be said to know

was gleaned from the ways they spoke about the things that they knew, In

other words, language was used as a key to knowledge, Linguistic relatgésm,

then, is a thesis about the co-variation of language and knowledge, or in

its more usual guises laﬁiage and thoughte The way that linguistic reiavism

was introduced into the arguments of the Strong Programme and Critical Linguistics
was by way of a simplifying move. Language was used to represent culture

as a whole; it was trested as the key variable which might be used to achieve

the social distribution of knowledge. The equation was quite straight forward.

" braviedge wene ditfercesss

Differenceskin thought were differences in concepts were differences in
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langusge. Clearly this eguation can be applied at two levels at least. There
gre differences in what people know, and there are differences in the forms

of knowledge. The topic of sociologisal interest must be the latter, for

the former hardly stands in need of eny kind of explanation. W¥e know that
lawyers are apt to know more about legal matters than most lay-persons, that
car mechanics often know more sbout cars than ordinary drivers; and what is
more, we have a perfectly good non-sociological explanation for this. They have

been trained, are interested, or just plein have a knack for these thingse.

Be this as it may, linguistic relativism has often been interpreted as
olpviw! -

a thesis which makes just theseLkinds of cliamse In the discussion of Qrwellian
Linguistics, we found that it was being suggested that vocsbulary reflects
the predominance of certain concerns, and hence the range and subtlety of
distinctions expressed by a vocabulary will reflect these concerns, and hence
language and thought, language and concepts co-varye Naturally enough this
interpretation appears to have a great deal going for it. As we said,we
know that there must be some truth in it. Of course mechanics can distinguish
big ends from small ends, two stroke engines from four stroke ones; of course
the Bskimo have more words for snow than we dojand of course a Trobriander
can name the various stages in the building of a canoe. None of this ought
to surprise us, or be of much sociological relevance. If this were what
linguistic relativism wanted to argue then it would be truisme as well as
harmless. But it is note e are unlikely to be persuaded that vocabulaty
slone is responsible for, or an indicator of, differences in metaphysical

theory. For, once we open that door in order to allow the Eskimo and the

Trobriander to have alternative metachysical theories, we have also got to
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allow them for the mechanic, the lawyer, the botanist and the bricklayer

as wells Clearly linguistic relativism would be absurd if it argued for

thise What is at issue is not the number and range of names that the Eskimo,

the mechanic or the botanist use, but the logical relationships that are

held to obtain between the classes of objects to which the names refer. If,

upon examination, 'It is snowing' turned out for the Eskimo to be a description of
a psychological state of affairs akin to 'It is great to be alive', then

perhaps we might conclude that the Eskimo have a different metaphysical

theory to ourselves, a theory which allows meterological conditions to be

responsive to the emoticnse.

The second version of linguistic relativism is a thesis gbout the organisation

of vocabulary and the organisation of thought. Grammar represents thought

in some way, and hence grammar can be taken as a theory of reality. Stated
baldly like this, such a thesis is opaque. What is meant by the organisation
of thought? How might grammar represent it? When we encountered this claim
earlier, our efforts to unravel it were hampered by the political objectives
and cumbersome methods of analysis which it was explicated by. Rather than
run the risk of falling foul of these once more, we will take an example
from the disciplinary area, anthropological linguistics, wherein linguistic
relativism originally had its home and where it has been most often deployed.
2 L

The example is Dorothy Lee's and the mode of thought is that of the Wintu.

To begin with, we take the stem muk. On the basis of this

stem we form the word mukeda, which means:"I turned the basket

bottom up"; we form mukuhara, which means:"The turtle is moving

along"; we form mukurumss, which means "automobile". Upon what

conceivable principle can an automobile be put in the same

category as a turtle and a basket?

Le 1 . 1 R
Jideed 1 (Lee, 1977. pp 153)

L We know, of course, that there is an answer.



There is such g principle, however, and it glso overates when
the Wintu calls the activity of laundering, to make foanm
continuouslv........Basic to the classification ig the Winty
view of himself as an outsider. He passes no judgement on
essence, and where we would have » kinesthetic op particmpatory
eXperience as the basis of naming, he names as an observer only,
for the shape of the activity or objects The turtle and the

(Lee, op cit. PP 153 -4)

to what she regards as a peculiar system of classification, The Wintu are
held to Organise objects such as automobiles, baskets and turtles differently
to ourselves, And to do that, or so the inference Tuns, they must have g
different theory of reality, a different metaphysics, to ourselves, Iet us
leave aside the general truth of the claim that the System is different to ours
( do not we See a similarity between bath buns, hair buns and currant buns §)
as well g5 the dubious implication that it is possible to nominate the classificat
=ory principle used in g societyfn;nd ask simply what is this claim supposed to
mean? Because the Wintu use g different classificatory system to ourselves, we
are asked to infer that they 'see' the world differently, In contrast to
the Wintu, we see things related in ordered lines. Our world is organised
lineally,
VhenWe see a line of trees, or s circle of stones, we assume the

presence of gz connecting line whieh is not actually visible,

And we assume it metaphorically when we follow g line of thought,
& course of action op ~the direction of an argunent; when we

.
R N *l—_---

bridge a4 £ap in conversation, or speak of the span of life or
of teaching 5 gourse, or lament our interrupted career,
(5] ———— e,

(Lee, op cit. p 156.)

e
Other soc%&ies do not think in thig linear wWaye



T

The Trobriander follows no line, at least none that I can

see. "My head boils", says a Kula spell; and it goes on to enumerate
the parts of the head as follows; nose, occiput, tongue, larynx,
speech, mouth, Another spell casting a protective fog runs as
follows:"I befog the hand, I befog the foot, I befog the head,

I vefog the shouldersSesee"

( Lee. op cit. p 156)

Althoughinthe conjecture that we classify in one way and other societies

classify .using oné of .a number of others remains a little mysterious, it

is nonetheless clear that Dorothy Lee is putting forward some strong empirical
claims on behalf of ourselves, the Wintu and the Trobrianders. Thought

actually varies with language. If we turn this around a little, it yields

an operational hypothesis; different ways of viewing the world are expr%?ed

in different classification systems which are themselves indicated by differences

in grammar. Grammar and weltanschaung ( a term which we have avoided=with

good reason=up till now) are tied together. This is the version of linguistic
relativism which is most often associated with the work of Benjamin Lee ‘Whorf Sis
who is credited with its original formulation. It is also the versioh which
earlier the Critical Linguistics thought they were invoking ,when in fact, as

we saw, they actually utilised the relativity of vocabulary version which

we dismissed as -being of no interest.

Two things ought to be said right at the start. Although the version just
outlined is the one usually associated with Whorf, it is not precisely the
doctrine which he sought to defend. Second, amnl this is much more difficult

wilkour Cundsingg e ATh & bewrg mdunder steod
to express jemissessi, although linguistic relativism in any of its versions
is gubos-toabe untensgble, nonetheless it is not an absurd theory. There is
mo reason to deny some of its claims, that classificatory systems use disparate

principles, for instance, or that grammatical forms may, at times, reflect

clgssificatory principles. What is wrong with linguistic relativism is the
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general assertion that all langueges express a specific theory of reality, and

that it is possible to determine the metaphysical theorylyhich a society

is characterised ' - simply by looking at their languagee. To see just what

Whorf was arguing and why it is wrong, let us go right back to the begining.

If Dorothy Lee has got linguistic relativism approximately ;ight, it is,
as we suggested, a thesis agbout the links which could be made between modes
of thought and forms of grammsr. Grammar determines, shapes, follows from,
is a product of a mode of thought. Whicqjever way the effect is supposed to
80, it is clear that we have a causal connection being mooted here. One of
the characteristics of causal connections is that they are contingent. Another
is that they are empirical. A proposition concerning a contingent, empirical
causal connection between forms of thought and forms of grammar would be a
putative hypothesis of some kinde Since it is contingent, it might be wrong;
since it is empirical, we could look and see if it was. This is the usual
sense that is given to Whorf's doctrine. Lee is not alone in interpreting

in this way. As we say,Critical Linguistics does so as well,

But, if Whorf were to argue this in a serious fashion, he would have to
Tace some formidable methodological difficulties. In order to'look and see!',
that is test and validate the hypothesis, Whorf would have to accumulate
instances of divergent classification systems. However, since we only have
access to these through their use in language, we can only tell if a classificat-
ion differs from another by using grammar as an indicator or metric. It is
beeause they use words in sentences differently to us that we know they
classify differently. But this would mean that the test of the hypothesis

was predicated upon its presumed validity. If we were not to proceed in
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this way, and instead of holding grammatical and classificatory differences
constant and fixed, tried to reconcile them,then the problem would simply

disappesr. In the place of competing weltanschaung expressed in competing

classificatory systems, we would have the task of working out adequate
translations from one language to another. The possibility of commensurability
would have replaced the presumption of incommensurability. It follows that

if we wish to retain the proposition concerning a definite and identifiable
connection between grammar and thought, we can only do so by sacrificing

its status as a causal ( ie contingent and empirical) hypothesis.

In a lengthy and brilliant consideration of Whorf's argument, John
Cooks§oints out that one way of doing this would be to turn the causal
hypothesis into a metaphysical thesis. Instead of treabing the connection
between grammar and thought as a contingent matter, we can define it as
an a priori identity. Language is a theory of reality; grammar is metaphysics.
The upshot of making this transformation is not j;;;jthat the methodological
difficulties we noticed just now are avoided. The whole investigative

programme is redesigned. Since it no longer makes claims which might be

taken to be empirically verifiable, then we no longer have to worry about

how we might garner evidence which might suvport or refute it. Instead it
can function as an axiom in a philosophical argument rather than a sociological

conclusion which has to be derived from evidences.

Colk claims quite effectively, we think, that considerable support for
this interpretation of linguistic relativism can be found in Vhorf's writings
themselves. In passage after vassage we find him speaking of metaphysics

being concealed in grammar, and how i¥ is possible to read off the structure
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of reality from the structure of grammar. From the tone of these remarks

it would seem plausible to suppose that in making his proposal Whorf was

not suggesting that there might be an inferential connection between thought
and language, that one could use the one as evidence of the other, Far
from it. Language was not to be tested to discover its metaphysics; one

had only %o look and see,

Cook finds additional support for the realignment of the Whorfian doctrine
in the argument that is proffered for the formal completeness of all languages.
No matter what their grammatical forms, since there can be no activities
which are specific too or debarred from a language simply in virtue of
grammar, every language must be considered to be formally equivalent. Hopi
may have no tenses, but it is still possible for Hopi speakers to recall
the past, pleh for he future and ponder what might have been, Trobriand

o} novas

classifioationkmay not be linegl, but they can still give each other directions.
The acceptance of the formal equivalence of all languages means that if
grammar is metaphysics for Hopi, or Trobriand, or English then it must be so
for all languages. If we grasp reality through the grammar of English, and
appear to do so quite adequately, then every other language mustzggovide
an adequate grasp of realitys. Put in this way, “horf's hypothesis is not
a scientific hypothesis at all but a philosophical theory, a metaphysical
thesis,

Cook's suggestion is that in this recast form we have Whorf's thesis
in the shape that he intended it. It was, he says, originally proposed as

a counter to other metaphysical thories in philosophy which, Whorf alleged,

had thought that they had discovered the logical structure which reality
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must have simply from the examination of the grammstical relations between
concepts used in g narrow band of Indo-European languagese TThorf felt
this to be a piece of indefensible arrogance. Once one was prepared to
allow the formal equivalence of languages, then it was quite possible to
imagine that people could orgsnise thought differently and hence that
reality could be structured differently.

Such languages, which do not paint the sepasrate-object nicture

of the universe to the,same degree as ILnglish and its sister

tongues, point toward possible new types of logic and possible
new cosmical pictures.

(Whorf. 1956, v251)
Once this move was made, as we will see in a moment, there will be no way
of measuring reality outside of a metaphysical thesis and hence we have no
grounds for presuming one must have paramountcye. The multiplicity of logics
hzs to be tolerated along with the multiplicity of grammars. This is linguistic

relgtivisme

The general view which Vhorf was out to refute has several elements.

(1) It contains s philosophical psychology in which the mind is populated by
and processes ideas. These ideas precede language and are expressed in
it. Bach side of the dualism of language and thought is organised
symmetricallys. The grammar of thought is the grammar of languaé,fe.s»6

(2) Ideas are shaped by the impressions which objects make upon the mind
through our senses. The word classes which we use to group and distinguish
ideas arise directly from the essential similarities of the objects,
events and qualities they nominate. Hence part of the meaning of a
word is given by the word class to which it belongse Pylon is a noun
and hence a pylon i1s a certain sort of thing; waste-away is a.

. adhen w Qe
verb gnd hence a kind of casedt.
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(3) Because the world of objects, events and qualities is the template
from which word classes are derived, unless we are prepared to allow
the cosmos to be infinitely plastic, every language ought to use the
same classification system. Because metaphysical and scientific
reflection has reached its highest point in those civilisations using
the Indo~European languages, the metaphysics associated with those
languages must best fit how the world 'really'! is, The variations
between this metsphysics and others which come to light as new languages
are discovered can only be explained as the product of error or naivety
(which, of course was the steo which angered Whorf). YThen they develop
science or philosovhy they will come to see the world as we do.

It was this third element which Whorf thought to be groundless. He could

see no justification for it at all. It was an expression of monumental

ethnoctrism.

The way that Vhorf chooses to counter this argument does not involve
the jettisoning of either of its basic premises. He accepts the philosophic
psychology and the theory of meaning but attempts to derive different
conclusions from theme. This involves him making two steps.
(1) The assertion that all languages embody a metaphysics is correct. Feople
who use different grammars do think differently. The items differ
not just with regard to which classes fhey are put in but also because
different relations may exist between the classes. Languages may differ
ontologically.
In this step, Whorf assents to the suggestion that English and Hopi, for
example, could have different metaphysical theories. TFurther, he is, by

implication, accepting the proposition that Furopean philosophical logic



80

has correctly diagnoses the metaphysics of Indo-Zuropean languagese

(2) Since word classes are both linguistic devices and onbological categories,
differences in their organisation must be differences in metaphysics.
Since thete is no way of getting outside a language to determine the
truth value of a metaphysics, we camnot rank one metaphysical theory
against another, as a complete theory of reality. However we can say
that aspects of reality seem to be more sensitively captured by one
language and its theory than by another. Apache, for example, verbalises
nouns such as sun-set thereby displaying its processual character better
than the English noun does.

This second step is the crucial one for it marks the break from what Whorf

calls 'standard logic'f} The notiorms of word classes and word class meanings

have been put right at the centre of his theorye. Nouns are fixed as the

names of things; verbs are fixed as the names of events; adjectives are

the names of qualities. Words name entities in different classes« These

classes with their fixed types of members are then used to discriminate

between languages and metaphysical theoriess

Because Whorf has taken over so much of the position which he wishes to
reject, he has very little alternative but to give word classes this
inflexible character. It is the only way that he can relativise metaphysicse
Having accepted the definition of word classes as this appears to obtain
for English, WVhorf has to argue that where different relations appear to
hold between these word classes in other languages, we can only infer that
we are dealing with different metaphysical theories. 3Since there are no
criteria for ranking between theories which are independent of all theories,

we have to content ourselves with logical pluralism and a multiplicity of
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metaphysical theories.,

If, as is often supposed, this was all that could be said on the matter
even though ‘horf's argument might appear to be persuasive, we should be
suspiciouse It is by no means clear that word classes in English are as
fized as Whorf intimates. Radiator, ball and grass might well be nouns and
the names of objects, but which entities do bravery, pleasure and heat nominate?
Drying, crying and spying might be events of various kinds, but can we say
the same of believing, existing and refering? We could try to save the
theory, of course, by distinguishing abstract nouns from common ones, and
active verbs from psychological ones, but what does this rescue work do to

the notion of fixed, identifiable word class meanings?

However, once our suspicions have been aroused, there is more to say. How
plausible is the primary characterisation of the relation between thought
and lahguage, particularly in respect of English. Does English embody a

metaphysical theory?

The key, of course, is the suggestion that language by itself says something
about the world. That words, on their own, have word class meanings. This
is what must be meant by the claim that grammar is a theory of reality and
that simply by using a language we are forced to assent to vgrious propositions
about reslity. But what this does, of course, is to divorce language from
language use. Language is taken as an abstract system of symbols over and
apart from the variety of things which people do when they use these symbolse
What this abstract system is a system of are propositions about reality. But
to assert this)it is necessary to take one activity that can be accomplished

in a language - the assertion of how something is - and to raise it to
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paradigm status. Every other activity which involves language from philosphical
speculation to the reciting of nursery rhymes must be treated as if it were
a disguised attempt at issuing propositionse To convert other kinds of

activities to propositions, we need to insert between propositions and those

)
activities a transformational device known, in modern logic, as the
propositionsl attitudes

ow, as a matter{gé logic, these transformational devices may yield very
interesting findings about the conceptusl hierarchjof sense concepts,
colour concepts, psychological verbs aml the like, But they can yield nothing
of sociological interest because we will find it difficult to see in
admonitions such as 'Don't talk with your moutd;ull' or instructions like
'Unplug at mains before removing! any generalised assertion sgbout the cosmos.
It is because all of Vhorf's examples are cases of propositions or descriptions
that he finds it so easy to discover the metaphysical theory which underlies
thems If he had broadened the diet of examples to activities other than
assertion, proposing and describing, he would have found it much more difficult
to sustain his metaphysical thesis as a sociological premise at all, It
certainly would not hold for English, for as we have just seen, there are
many langusge uses where it is difficult to see that the use of language
implies any kind of metaphysicse We can only sustain that argument providing
we decontextualise our linguistic items and convert them into propositions
of various sorts. Logic may be free to do this,; but as we have seen, adopting
the same set of procedures in sociology can only lead to trite and specious
results.( Vide Kress, Hodge and Foyler) Indeed the present state of affairs
in the semantics of natural languages and pragmatics lends even greater

welght to our disquiet.
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In the end, then, it boils down to this. /horf's linguistic ®lativism
is based upon the same mistake that we identified Xax at the heart of the
Strong Programme and Criticsl Linguistics. It has conflated socioclogy and
philosophy. By holding word classes fixed across languages and by treating
language as a system of metaphysical propositions, Whorf has no opbion but
to treat social actors as engaged in philosophising when they use language
to achieve the goals they set themselves. Further, he seems to suppose
that what is of sociological interest when we answer the telephone, ask
others to wash the car or get the washing in, is the logical relationships
which can be said to obtain between objects, events and qualities, As
we sald in oub earlier attempts to discuss the same mistake, it can only

T plak o puwdedge o

lead to a very narrow and partial view ofLsooial life and hence a stunted

ot kunledye.
sociology*. By raising propositions to the status he gives them’ﬁhorf has
predisposed himself to turn metaphysical theories into sociological
descriptionse Once we deny that English has a metaphysical system embodied
in it, we are free to reject the general thesis that all languages have
a metaphysics, since all languages must be formslly equivalents At this
point linguistic relativism collapses,for the problem of how to define and
cope with the variety of metaphysical theories drops out al¥fogether, They
are no longer prominent as the underlying lozic to the activities being
performeds All that we are left with when we encounter people who sweak
differently to ourselves, and who might even think differently about some
things, is the very important and practical task of managing effective

translation and understanding.

With the demise of linguistic relativism goes the sociology which gains
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credence from its invocat%%gisg an inductive hypothesis or as an analytic
axiom. Without linguistic relativism, these forms of sociology have no
cutting edgee Their claims gbout the social distribution of knowledge
depend upon the assertion that theories of reality vary with cultural
configuration because they are locked up in languagee. They start then from
the premise that different social groups see the world differently because
their concepts are differently organised, and this organisation is available

in and through their language.

Unfortunately this does not mean that we have done with the sociology
of knowledge, nor with the doctrinesof cultural relativism and multiple
realities. There is yet another version awaiting our attention, but one
this time that does not depend on the philosophic thesis associated with
linguistic relativism. Instead ;it attempts to assimilate the methodological
proposals of Alfred Sdutz with the findings of standard sociology and is,
of course’that associgted with Thomas Luckmann and Peter Berger and their

book The Social Construction of Reality. To borrow a phrase of Milton's

"Thither full fraught with mischievous revenge", we hie,
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XIII

One of the more immediately regognisable characteristics of the traditionel
sociology of knowledge has been a tendency to focus discussion of the
ratiocinative capacities of members of cultural groups. By and large, when
referance is made to empirical materials, those materials are made up of
texts of one form or another; texts which are the produce of intellectuals or
those who move in km intellectual circles., Knowledge is defined as that
which is possessed by intellectuals and cognoscentig¢ This tendency is most
clearly on view in the work of Mannhoim: who is primarily concerned with one
strain of intellectual ideas, namely philosophy., It can also be seen in different
guises in Lukacs discussion of fiction and Werner Stark'su;nalysia of the
essentially doctrinal nature of the distinction between setks, churches and
universal religiohs. The problem with thies textualism is that it makes it
difficult just to ses what could form the empirical object of a non=literary
sociology of knowledge: that is a sociology of knowledge that took up knowledge
which was not articulated in text or text-1like forms, How could other forms
of social practice be made to inform the sociolegy of knowledge? It is much
to the credit of Robert Merton and , latterly, the proponents of the Strong
Programme that they have indicated what this might be like even though they
do still place heavy reliance on texts of some sort:( Their efiforts have bsen
directed to turning attention away from what might be thought of as purely
cognitive matters ( clusters of ideas and their ideological function) to more
practical matters, namely the social and practical contexts and constraints
surrounding forms of knowledge such as science, Naturally, we do not wish to
endorse the claim that is often made on behalfl of the Strong Programme, that
it heralds a complet renovation of the sociology of knowledge, That is simply
not true, As we said sarlier, it is traditional sociology of knowledge in

novel ssttings and with slightly ( though not by much) stricter standards,
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In retoring to an emphasis on cud&tivu aspects of knowledge, Bsrger and
Luckmann have much in common with Mannheim, Lukacs and Durkheim, They have
an archetypally Mannheimian vagueness which makes the empirical application of
their - I hesitate to call them analyses - discussions extremely difficult to
develop. In fact, this vagueness may well be the reason why no really
clear-cut empirical applications of their work has been forthcoming. What
there has bsen is yet more re-iteration of the theory ( eg Berger on taligion)fv
demonstration of the amenability of the theory to stretch in any direction
whatever ( Berger and Kellner on the nature of marriago;: a re-naming of old
and hackneyed sociological concepts and cateqgories in Berger and Luckmann
terminology ( Turner on industrial sub-cultures)?“and one or two attempts to
ground the theory in actual cases which quickly jettison the overarching
theoretical framework which Berger and Luckmann sought to provide ( Taylor

23
Burkhardt on the police), It is these last which are the most successful in

sociological terms, and as we shall see, there are good reasons for this,

The first and most pressing difficulty faced in discussion of Berger and
Luckmann is this essential vagueness, What exactly are they after? Wphat ought to
be the topic of the sociology of knowledge as far as they are concerned?

They tell us, quite glibly, that it ought to be "everything that passes for
knowledge in a society" but that is of little help., What will be counted
as‘passing for knowledg‘% Are myths knowledge? Are tables of numbers? Are
instructions for opening orange juice packets? We said thet treditional
sociology of knowledge was really interested in the framsworks of knowledge
formulated and poseessed by intellectuals, Berger and Luckmann extend that

by saying they are interested in the frameworks of knowledge which we all have.
But their concern is not with how the body of knowledge functions, in the

sense of what its unanticipated consequences might bs, but with the much more
tenuous question of how our bodies of knowledge come to have the matter of fact

status that they do have., We know that 12 x 12 = 144; that the Blue Wpale is

an endangered species; and that you can cure malaria by taking quinins. But
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it is not what we know thet is of primary interest for Bergsr and Luckmann,

but the certainty of what we know, What ares the grounds for us being so certain?
And, since they are sociologists, the answer they give is one couched in

the terms of social organisation, Our certainty is socially organised, Knowledge
- or what paases for kmowledge=~is a socially determined thing. We want to

lay a marker down here which we will piclj up later on., It is simply this, Put

in these terms, Berqger and Luckmann are offering a sociological epistemology.

I¢ cannot simply be that these items of knowledge are true which guarentees

our certainty in them, for we could envisage contexts in which we would not

know that they were true, or contex€!; which they would be true sven though we
did not know them, There is no necessary relationship betwwen knowledge and truth,
So, if it is not truth that determines what is knowlsdge - a philosophical
argument - it must be social context of somes kind or other -:aociological
argument, We have seen this strategy before in the attempt by Mannheim to

unpick the spistemology of Mill and'the logicians',

A bit more substance can be given to this definition of knowledge and the
topic of investigation if we refer to a couple of examples, We do not offer
the opinion that 12 x 12 = 144 when we make the calculation, We do not make a
claim that the Blue Whale is an endangered species - whereas we might make
such a claim about the pygmy shrew or the red kite, It is a matter of fact
that 12 x 12 = 144, It is a matter of fact that the Blue Uhalswé\: :-;out to be
made extinct, Nothing hypothetical is involved here., These are not opinions,
Por us these matters of fact are not open to doubtj we do not even have te
entertain the possibility of doubt, that things could be otherwise, The truth
of the ppopositions is not a matter, therefors, of interpretation for ue; we do not
think there is room for interpretation here, This is simply how we know things
are.‘quu ses the difficulty with formulation? The focus has become so bread
that nearly all clarity has besn lost. What Berger and Luckmann want is a
sociological answer to the question 'How do we know that things ars the way they

w
are?', They propose that the sociological anger will be an elaborate version

of 'Because we come to see things that way', And it is this which forms
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the proper topic of the sociology of knowledge for Berger and Luckmann., How
to we come to see the 'reality' of the world in the way we do? How is 'reality'
socially constructed?

There is a point to notice here which is often glossed over or misunderstood,
It concerns the supposed relativism of Berger and Luckmann's theory. Tpat
knowledge is socially constructed is a necessary inference which is made from
the following two propositions. First, what is known about the world differse
from society to society. Second, it cannot be that it is the world that changes,
Physical nature of the universe is not mutable simply by changing from one
culture to another, It is precisely because Berger and Luckmann want to avoid
one sort of ( ravening) relativism that they are forced to adopt a sort of
social determination of cognition, simply to be able to cope with the fact of
the social distribution of the contents of what is known, An example might help.
The Azande (again) say that there are witches who can act against individuals
thus and so., We say there are not. It cannot be that in the Southern Sudan
the nature of the physical and mental world changes so that what is impossible

Mo tter &)

in England is possible here as a physicalﬁfact. If this were to be allowed,
why can't we also allow us to say that a man can jump 18 feet in the air in
Ryagonia or Fl!y to the moon unaided in Australia? So if we are commited to
the universality of physical laws { put it that way just as a manner of speaking)
as one of the things we know about the world, we cannot allow relativism of
this sort to get a toe-hold. But we do want to have relativism of some sort, so
all that we have left open to us is cognitive or conceptual relativism - we

see it this way, they see it that way,-which is what Berger and Luckmann adopt.

A summary of their position on the ki socially determined nature of knowledge
is given in a paper on the sociology of raligionf’This is, of itself an
important point to note., It marks a complete break with older forms ofthe
sociology of knowledge which tended to view religion as akin to superstition
and to ask 'How can people believe this stuff?', Berger and Luckmann move

religion to the centre of the stage as anm exemplary form of knowledge considered

as the construction of symbolic universes, The reintraducing of the theodicy
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is als
of religion is4 in itself, a resuscitation of the sociologising of Weber and

Durkheim and a break from the ecclesiastical and institutional approach to
67
the sociology of religion as this had developed in the USA and GB. 1In this

paper they say that knowledge
is an edifice of semantic fields, mtegories and norms which
structures the subjective perceptions of reality into a
'meaningful', cohesive and 'objective' ubiverse, This
ubiverse, 'reality-as-seen' in a culture, is taken for granted
in any aprticular society or collectivity., For the members of
a society or collectivity, it constitutes the 'natural' way
of interpreting, remembering and communicating experiemce,
In this sense, it is internal to the individual, as his way of
experiencing the world, At the same time, it is external to him
as that universe in which he and his fellow men exist and act,

( Robertson. p 66)

It is the process by which the external and constraining reality of a symbolic
universe is internalised and continuously legitimated which is, for Berger

and Luckmann, 'the social construction of reality', Mediated by this process
both of the elements in the dichotomies of internality/sxternality, subjectivity/
abjectivity and reconciled and synthesised, These dichotomies are held to
summarise the classical conceptions of social life to be found within sociology
and sociological theorising. In what follouws, we shall indicate that we are
deeply puzzled by these dichotomies. We would not contest that much of
sociology does see it self ranging on one side or another of them. Howsver,
for us, their very use is problematic. In the end, it is our view that ths

use of these dichotomies vitiatee Berger and Luckmann's argument - and by
extension, has much the same effect on traditional sociology. But before we
move on to matters of contention and difference, what exactly doss this process
of dialectic and synthesis consist in? How exactly according to Berger and
Lucmann does the external reality of society bscome the internal reality of

the social actor; and how can the former be said to be a product of the latter?

The steps which are followed in The Social Construction of Reality might be

summarised in the following way.
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(1) Consciousness is intentional., We perceive objects by an act of
apprehension, We do not perceive merely by reacting to stimuli., An
object in a field of vision is not just a bundle of 'sense data' but
@ box for holding pens, a cup for drinking from. On 5 th November,
children burn an effigy not simply a collection of rags and paper., We
encounter the given world, then, as a world populated with objects which
are imbued with meaning. Hpywever, simply because these meanings are
the meanings which we give, does not mean that they are random or
idiosyncratic, Meanings are organisikd into clusters or frameworks which
make up shared symbolic universes, Such symbolic universss provide ways
in which we define and organised the world ine which we live, They form
in toto, cosmologies, weltanschaungen. They provide us with criteria
for distinguishing what is real and unrealj what can be an object and
what an event; what things are and what they can be,
Two things are worth noticing en passant., First, a clear perspectivalism is
built in to this way of talking. Frameworks and universes are ways of seeing,
ways of relating. By that very fact, they provide the possibility of competing,
alternative perspectives which are equally plausible, Second, this is not a
sociological premise which is being laid down but a metaphysical ons, Berger and
Luckmann are being prescriptive about the nature of perception and social life.
In so doing they are making the same initial move as Whorf and the Critical
Linguists,
(2) The organisation and distribution of meaning in society is not monolighic,
No single symbolic universe holds complste sway over all situations,
ebents and psrsones. Many differing ones are availabls and may, on
occasion vie with one another, Sérzf these aim for a greater inclusivity
than others, and so may e