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1.

However important establishing a relationship with reality may be for the individual's survival, we should never underestimate the danger individuals perceive reality to pose for them.  The danger to which I refer here is not the danger of this or that version of reality, but of reality itself, which is to say of a sphere of existence outside the individual's subjective control.  Because of the threat reality poses, the individual's life project as often as not becomes that of dismissing reality rather than living creatively in relation to it.  

Our ambivalence toward reality is nowhere better exemplified than in the idea that (social) reality is "socially constructed."  This idea attempts to deny social reality any claim to objectivity grounded in a relationship with natural imperatives, for example as their symbolic expression.  At the same time, however, that social construction emphasizes the sui generis quality of social reality, it also calls into question those qualities that could make our social being real: that it is non-arbitrary, and that it endures.  If it does not endure, in what sense is it real?  Would it not be better, then, in thinking about the experience of the social world, to focus attention on its contingency and indeterminacy (Bhabha 171-2)? 

A specific application of the idea that social reality is "constructed" is of special importance: its application to understanding the individual.  To understand reality as a social construct means to understand the individual as a social construct, as a meeting point of socially produced identities.  But, social construction has more significance than this.  At the same time that it locates the individual in the intersection of social identities, it also suggests a project, which is to undermine the definition of the individual on the basis of identity.  This project is supported by the judgment that identity is on the surface, and does not reach down to the depths of our being (Bhabha 48). Identity is on the surface because it is a product of the way we are seen by others.  

The demand of identification--that is, to be for an Other--entails the representation of the subject in the differentiating order of otherness. (Bhabha 45)

This association between identity and being for other is the first indication that identity, and thus our social construction as the meeting point of identities, is imposed on us, and is a form of deprivation, though what we are deprived of is not clearly expressed.  

We might surmise that identity is connected to what Donald Winnicott refers to as the "false self" since, like the false self, identity is meant to hide what is vital.  And, like the false self, identity is being for other as true self is being for self.  Since identity places us in the "differentiating order of otherness" we can only escape the deprivation implied in being identified as the "other" by becoming invisible to those in whose eyes we are other.  Thus, those points where we cannot be seen and where we pass beyond identity are of special importance.

Each time the encounter with identity occurs at the point at which something exceeds the frame of the image, it eludes the eye, evacuates the self as site of identity and autonomy and--most important--leaves a resistant trace, a stain of the subject, a sign of resistance. (Bhabha 49-50)

This connection of identity to being for other is vital, as is the doubt expressed that having an identity can be anything more than the loss of (true) self.  As we will see, the connection just referred to incorporates a significant judgment about the way identity depends on recognition, just as it incorporates a significant judgment about the implication of the effort to make social being real.


Insisting that identity depend on how we are seen by others makes identity contingent on context, which makes it less real than it appears when we imagine that identity is an enduring internal quality of the individual.  Thus, the social construction of reality means both the domination of the individual by his or her identities and the contingency of identity.  Identity is an overwhelming reality for the individual, and yet in another sense it is no reality at all, but only appearance (for others).  The effort to combine two opposed qualities in this way tells us something vital about the idea that social reality and thus social identity are socially constructed.  This idea of social construction actually incorporates two ideas: that we exist only in the eyes of others, and that to exist in the eyes of others is to lose something vital about existence.  There is in this both a profound need for and fear of being identified, which is to say, being known by others.

2.


Our concern here is with reality, and more specifically with social reality.  This means that our concern is with the existence and status of a sphere outside the individual's subjective being.  What makes something real, then, is this quality of being external.  Put another way, what is real endures independently of our (individual) subjective attitude toward it, for example our desire for it or our hatred of it.  To be external, and thus to endure independently of, also places reality outside the control of the subject.  This means that reality exists only so far as subject and object are separate.  An attack on reality is an attack on the separateness of the object, which is an effort to subsume the object into the inner world, the world of hatred and desire, of hope and fear.


Social reality poses a special problem insofar as its externality to the subject is not derivative of any physical opposition. Indeed, because it is real though not material, we can say that social reality is subjective.  This does not mean that it exists at the whim of, or is controlled by, the subject, but only that it is in some sense the objective existence of human subjectivity.  The question remains about the nature of this human subjectivity that becomes objective as social reality.  


The subjective quality of social reality is sometimes attributed to its being controlled by a collective subjective, especially a group. The idea of social construction endows the social with a special meaning, one that makes it contingent on historically or culturally specific frameworks for interaction, especially frameworks instantiated in group constituting modes of communication.  Thus, as one student puts it, "discourse is the process through which social reality comes into being" (Escobar 39).  Further, "discursive practice" establishes rules of the game that determine "who can speak, from what points of view, with what authority, and according to what criteria of expertise" (Escobar 41).


Discourse gains its strength from its rooting in the interests of groups whose power is protected by their ability to control what is said and thought by controlling the medium through which speaking and thinking take place.
 There is, of course, a problem in this since, if discourse constructs the social, then it must also construct the group, which means that it cannot simply be the expression of the group's interests.  Indeed, the notion of discourse makes domination less a matter of individual or group action and intent, more a matter of adopting a mode of communication; it constitutes, rather than simply serving the interests of, the subject of power.  "Discourse transmits and produces power; it reinforces it, but also undermines and exposes it, renders it fragile and makes it possible to thwart it" (Foucault 101).  This is not because the discourse faces an opposing discourse of those without power, but because it contains its own opposing pole, so that the discourse of others is not a separate discourse from that which they would overthrow.

3.


Rooting social reality in its dependence on group will is not, however, inevitable.   The idea of the social construction of reality often does attribute what reality there can be in social interaction to that interaction's subordination to group ends.  Then, it is because the group endures, and to the extent that the group endures, that we can speak of social reality.  Here, I will approach the problem somewhat differently.  To do so, I will begin by focusing attention on the way external reality is constituted by and for the individual subject.  This is a matter of the relation between the internal and external worlds.  The relationship between these worlds is a dynamic one, involving the processes of internalization (identification and incorporation), and externalization (especially projection) through which the individual attempts to use what is outside to achieve psychic ends.

Consider, for example, projection, the process by which we attribute our feelings and self-states to others.  Projection attributes qualities of the subject to the external world.  These qualities, since they are not in the world but in the subject's experience of it, are not real.  Projections can be made more real if we not only experience our feelings and self-states outside ourselves, in others, but also provoke others to have those feelings and states.  If we are successful in this, then our subjective experience becomes something alien from (outside of) us.  Just as our subjective life becomes something outside ourselves, so the external world now becomes essentially subjective, having only those qualities we put into it.  Thus, we are no longer angry or afraid, others are.  But others must be made angry or afraid so that we will not be, or will not know that we are.  Then, others serve a subjective end of ours and not ends of their own; they are not an objective reality for us.  At the same time, since they contain our subjective experience of our selves and our world, we have lost both our subjectivity and the objectivity of the external world. 

To summarize, projection can be involved in our experience of the outside world; but it can also be involved in our attempt to create what is real for us. In the latter case, projection, or what is sometimes termed projective identification, is construction of reality, which involves the need to control objects in the outside world so they act as appropriate containers for what originates within us.  The distinction between experiencing our feelings outside and controlling the outside world so that it validates our projections and identifications is an important one since it is the latter that involves shaping institutions and interactions.


To understand this possibility, we need to think of institutions serving a psychic purpose additional to, or even in place of, the ostensible purpose with which they are normally associated.
  This psychic purpose can include the validation of the psychodynamic processes participants employ to deal with psychic conflict.  While individuals may seek to, and sometimes succeed in, controlling objects in ways that serve psychic need, establishing institutions and groups with the purpose of maintaining control over objects takes the process a step further.  This is because of the special power institutions and groups have to create a substitute reality.  This substitute reality has an important quality, one that we often confuse with the quality of being real: it carries the agreement of the group.  We will not be surprised, then, if we find many students arguing that the only reality is the one sanctioned by the group, which is assumed to create reality.  This implies that reality can be whatever the group wills it to be.  This creation of reality is also, however, the destruction of reality.  That is, creation of reality by and for the group is meant to displace any reality that might exist for the individual outside the group.  The power of groups and institutions, then, is that they can dismiss, and even destroy, reality, so far as reality exists apart from and stands against group consciousness.


In psychodynamic accounts, groups consist of face to face encounters between individuals (Bion, Kernberg, Alford).  In these accounts, a "large" group is still small enough to meet together in time and space.  Groups of this kind can and do create their own realities, even elements of their own discourse, but the reality-creating power of groups to which those committed to the social construction idea refer is not restricted to, or primarily a matter of, groups of this sort.  The groups that construct social reality are more abstract, even ideal: ethnic groups, communities, classes, and so on.  For the psychoanalytic understanding of groups, these are not groups at all.


Yet, clearly, if we wish to focus attention on the transformation of interaction from a transient experience into an enduring reality, the more abstract group has a special part to play.  Indeed, it is the very distance of this group from the contingency of face to face interaction that helps assure that it will endure as a transcendent reality of the individual's life.  This transcendent group has the power to instantiate modes of conduct and interaction, and in this sense, to create social reality.


When I speak of the group as transcendent, I refer to its quality of enduring independently of the particular individuals who compose it at a particular moment in time.  Transcendence does not make the group a material reality, although members may imagine its existence embodied in material objects.  These physical manifestations of the group's enduring reality impress its quality of permanence on the individual.  They are symbols of the group.  But, if the group is neither a concrete experience in time and place nor the material objects that symbolize it, then what sort of entity is the group?  One answer to this question is that the (transcendent) group is essentially an idea, which may be symbolized by physical objects, or otherwise experienced as embodied in material manifestations.  This ideal quality of the group is captured by the notion of discourse as the group constituting process.  That is, while a face to face group may be constituted out of communication, both verbal and non-verbal, the larger more abstract group-entity is constituted not simply by communication, but by the structured communication around a centering idea we refer to as discourse.  This last notion can also be expressed in the language of ideology, which we can understand as the discourse appropriate to the construction of a group.


We can be somewhat more specific about the ideal quality of the transcendent group.  The core idea of the group is an idea about identity, one that makes having an identity a matter of taking on contingent qualities whose meaning is that they establish the individual not as an individual but as a member.  The significance of the concrete attributes that constitute group identity lies in their quality of being shared.   It is not so much what they are, which in the end does not really matter, but that they are imposed on the member as the price of belonging.  This quality transforms those contingent qualities from meaningless accidents to group constituting ideals; it takes them from the concrete to the abstract.


We can say that group identity is imposed on the members, and in this sense is a burden for them.  The idea of identity as a burden recalls the critique of identity with which I began this discussion.  To adopt a group identity is to be for other.  Thus two qualities of identity work together: that it endures and in this sense is real, and that it establishes group membership, and thus means being for other.


The idea of identity also endows identity, so far as it connects us to a group, with a moral significance.  What makes the group an ideal is the attachment of moral judgment to its concrete way of being, which in the absence of such moral judgment has no reality for the individual or the group, and remains contingent, even ephemeral.  The connection of moral judgment to the constitution of the group follows from the psychic meaning of the group, which is that the group represents for the member the prospect of attaining a state of connectedness.  Psychically, connection is what is good; the good object is the object that is and remains connected to the child and in that connection affirms the child's goodness.  Bad refers psychically to disconnected, which is to say rejected.  Of course, being bad is initially the ground for disconnection.  Then, being bad causes disconnection, just as being good causes connection.  Yet, that it provokes or disrupts connection makes an action good or bad, so the terms can be thought to refer to the two states, connected and disconnected.  The group taps into this psychic meaning, and indeed is shaped in relation to it.  Because of this, the group is inherently, and inevitably, a moral construct.  The reality that the group seeks to instantiate is a moral reality, a permanent connection that makes the members permanently good (and by the same logic, makes those who are not members bad).


What makes the moral reality of the group real is that it transcends the individual in time and in space.  In this sense, the moral reality of the group exists outside the individual, and is real.  We can see this dimension of group experience in the excessive effort groups undertake to preserve objects, memories, myths, and ways of life through time.  Only by preserving objects, memories, and myths can they be endowed with the quality of being real, a quality they must have if the group itself is to be real.
We can say of groups of the sort with which we are concerned here that they take the concrete interactions and ways of life experienced by individuals and constitute them as abstract ideals of conduct and experience.  But, we can also reverse the relation and speak of the individual's day to day experiences as instantiations of the ideals that we associate with the group.   This is the sense in which the group precedes, and can be said to constitute, the member.  What we really mean in speaking this way is that the ideal (which is the transcendent group) governs the individual's day to day life, or vital dimensions thereof. 

Speaking of discourse as the reality of the group, and thus of discourse as dominating life, fits this way of thinking well enough.  Yet, speaking this way also tends to obscure the sense in which we are speaking of a group.  Why not simply refer to ideals, or to discourse centered on ideals?  Can we distinguish ideals that constitute group domination of the individual from ideals that do not?  I return to this question further on.


Before pursuing the possibility that social reality might mean something other than the reality of the group, we should consider why the individual imagines that the group has a special power to create reality, especially if the individual does not.  The answer to this question involves the fantasy of omnipotence that exists at the center of the notion of the creation of reality.  Whether we imagine reality can be created by acts of individual will, or only by a putative group will, in either case we imagine that will can create reality.  This means that, for us, reality is not something outside, but a part of that sphere within which our subjectivity exerts control.  This is the sphere of fantasy, where we do indeed create a (substitute) reality.  What constitutes this sphere is the primary fantasy: that we can create reality by wishing and willing.

We can answer the question posed above about why the individual imagines that the group can create reality if he or she cannot, then, in two ways.  First, we can consider the group the repository, via projection, of the omnipotent fantasies of its members, who imagine that those fantasies can be safely experienced if they are displaced to the group (or sometimes its leader).  Second, we can consider how the individual's fantasies of omnipotence involve others, that is, how omnipotence itself depends on control over the way others act and the way they perceive the world.  Since the power of the group is the power of control over objects, that power is inherently derivative of interaction of a particular kind. 


Put another way, those who seek the alternative reality offered by groups are dependent on interaction with others in a special sense.  In Otto Kernberg's words, they exhibit a "chronic overdependence on external objects" (13).  Their need to control objects follows from this overdependence on them, since this overdependence makes the object's response to, and experience of, the individual a self-constituting or self-destroying experience.  To assure that the object's response to and experience of the individual are consistent with his or her (psychic) survival, that experience and response must be controlled. For such individuals, the group does, indeed, have a considerable power, the power to maintain or destroy the individual him or herself.  This creates a need for the special reality constructed by the group.


If we consider the "chronic overdependence on objects" to which I have just referred as typical of those individuals most in need of group reality, and most likely to dominate in groups, then we can readily understand the special importance of the group, and of its alternative reality.  Without the group, the dependence of the individual on others appears as a dependence on transient interactions, which must be repeated and reproduced.  These interactions cannot create the needed reality, or at least they cannot secure it as an enduring presence.  By contrast, groups can transform transient and contingent interactions with particular persons into an enduring reality independent of the finite individual and his or her whims.  In this sense, groups that instantiate a particular quality of interaction are also the enduring reality of interaction, and thus of the self-experience that only comes alive there.  They make real the self-experience constituted in relation to objects on which these individuals are chronically overdependent.


We might assume that those exhibiting the chronic overdependence just considered will find comfort in the creation of groups and institutions capable of giving the stamp of reality to the effort to externalize psychic conflict and to enlist others in the effort to deal with the anxiety such conflict creates.  This conclusion would find support, as we have seen, in the effort undertaken by such individuals to establish group reality.  Yet, in saying this, we should not lose sight of the danger reality poses for individuals, including the danger posed by the hoped for and needed group reality.


To see this, consider one implication sometimes attached to the idea of social construction of reality, and which I emphasize above: that it makes reality contingent.  This contingency of social forms makes them malleable.  In so doing it overcomes that quality of institutions that poses a threat to those individuals most in need of group reality: their independence of our will.  Overdependence on objects stems from the need to cope with inner conflict by establishing the subjective in the world outside.  This makes the objective subjective in a special sense: it incorporates it into the inner world, which is the world of omnipotent control.  Should, however, the effort to constitute external reality as the externalization of inner conflict be too successful, should, that is, the real become something separate from the subject's need, standing against the subject, then it too must be overcome.  


Thus, the social construction of reality encompasses two radically opposed ideas, which nonetheless share a common root.  The first involves the need to establish the subjective meaning of objects as their objective reality, which is their meaning for others.  The second is the need to assure that all external reality remains contingent on subjective need, and therefore ephemeral.  The need to instantiate interaction so that its meaning for the individual can endure, and take on a life to some degree independent of the transient interactions with particular others, is also a need to institutionalize interaction.  And the danger of the institution to the individual's need for omnipotent control requires that the individual attack the same institutions created to give the stamp of reality to subjective processes.


How does the individual cope with the contradiction just considered?  The solution that follows from the terms of the problem is organizational change (Levine Creativity).  Subjecting organizations to a continual process of transformation simultaneously subordinates them to the individual's will while affording the individual the opportunity to make real the needed self-supporting interactions by institutionalizing them.  In light of this result, there is nothing surprising in the ideology of change that dominates institutions in contemporary society.


It is interesting to note that the socially constructed reality, which seems, in contrast to the prevailing notions of what is real, to be essentially subjective, is not so for the individual.  Rather, the socially constructed reality confronts the individual as the loss of subjectivity, even if this loss is in a sense the individual's own work.  Indeed, as we have seen, this loss of subjectivity is the purpose of the displacement of feelings and self-experiences from self to other, a purpose well-served not only by other individuals but by the other we refer to as the group.   What the individual gains by the implied impoverishment of subjective experience is a kind of power, or the illusion of power, over the world.  This is the power to create reality by assertion of group will.  In other words, subjectivity is transferred from individual to group, with the expectation and hope that the group subject will have the power to create reality, including the reality of the individual.  The purpose of this newly created reality is complex, as we will see.  On one level, it is to realize illusions of omnipotence and fantasies of merger.  But, on another level, the purpose of the newly created reality is to make inevitable the loss of subjectivity that is the meaning of the group for the individual.  I return to this second dimension of group experience further on.


There is an important connection between the impulse driving organizational change and the attack on identity associated with the idea of social construction considered at the beginning of this essay.  The impulse for organizational change develops out of a contradiction: on one side the need to instantiate interaction of a particular kind in order to make it real, on the other side the need to overcome the burden of this reality, which challenges the subject's control over the object.  The attack on identity develops out of the burden of (imposed) identification for the individual, which is overcome (in thought) by making identity something on the surface, a false self used to hide the real self from the threatening gaze of the other.  We must, then, protect ourselves from our identity by making identity external, transient, and indeterminate.  For identity, as for the instantiation of identity in organizations, the impulse is to make the real less so or not real at all, by taking from it its defining characteristic: that it endures.


The overdependence on objects, which plays such a prominent role in group phenomena, also connects the pursuit of group reality to the fear of identification considered at the beginning of this essay.  The fear of identification stems from the presumption that identity results from the act of being identified by the "other," and therefore fear of identity is fear of being subsumed into the other's subjective sphere.  Having an identity is the result of being given an identity as a hostile act.  This way of thinking gives recognition a special slant.  Recognition does not affirm an inner reality; it creates and destroys reality for the individual.  Thus, the attack on identity links up with the attribution of a special power to recognition, and with the overdependence on objects already considered.



This special power is real, at least so far as we consider the process by which identity is formed for the individual.  Early in its development, the self lacks the degree of integration needed to maintain its identity against potentially hostile external impositions.  In F. von Broembsen's words, this primitive self "does not have the cognitive or affective resources to resist a hostile, colonizing, definition of itself" (333). Once colonized, the trajectory of development, especially regarding identity formation, expresses an alien presence within the self that impedes realization of its aspiration to self-determination.  



In this context, not only is recognition misrecognition, it imposes rather than affirming identity.  With this as its prototype, identity is essentially, if not purely, a relationship between self and other, rather than a constituting internal quality of the self that shapes interaction with others.  The result of the formative process alluded to above is that the individual does indeed become overdependent on others, does indeed find his or her substance of being outside him or her self.



We can put this another way.  The interpretation of identity that equates it with identification in the eyes of others leaves out of account the activity of the self in identifying with others.  Identification can be an active process of shaping and reshaping an external reality into a part of the self.  The movement, then, begins inside, drawing upon what the self finds in the external world according to internal need.  Or, identification can be a defense against a dangerous external environment, a way of coping with a world in which being yourself means being disconnected from those on whom you must depend, both materially and psychically.  The idea that we must overcome identity derives from the assumption that identification is a defensive adaptation.  This assumption makes recognition an act that deprives rather than affirming the true self.

4.

The transcendent group has its ultimate existence not in face to face interactions, though these are vital, but in the institutions created to establish the permanence of the meaning for the individual that those interactions are meant to carry.  Groups, then, exist through institutions or organizations, and they do so precisely in order to establish their reality, the reality of the ideals they embody, and the reality of the members as constituted within the group. The claim associated with the idea of social construction is, of course, that this reality is the only (social) reality, that the individual is constituted as such only by displaying group characteristics and conducting him- or herself in accordance with group norms.  The question is whether this reality is the only reality, and further whether it is a reality deserving of the name.


How might we understand another reality, the reality created not in the alienation of subjective experience, but in its retrieval by the subject, and thus removal from the world outside?  The other reality, the reality not constituted by and for the group, consists of objects existing in a world genuinely outside the subject’s internal world and experience.  This reality is what the individual finds when displaced feelings and self-experiences are retrieved from the objects used to contain them.
  What the individual then finds remaining outside is real only in the sense that it is separate from and independent of his or her control.  This reality must be dismissed, even destroyed, if inner conflict is to be dealt with by displacement of unacceptable content onto objects.  The subjective purpose of groups and institutions becomes, for those whose psychic need includes control in the sense considered here, to dismiss this reality of a genuinely external world of objects over which the subject does not exert control.  This subjective purpose can easily overwhelm the ostensible purpose of groups and institutions to solve problems, satisfy needs, facilitate individual creativity, and so on.  There are, then, two realities: the reality of control over objects, and the reality of a world apart.
 

The distinction just drawn applies directly to our understanding of institutions.  Institutions can exist to facilitate the control/creation of reality as a subjective matter.  Alternatively, they can facilitate the individual's effort to live in reality.  To live as an individual in the world means to have a subjective life in two senses.  First, it means to have an inner experience of the self; and, second, it means to make a connection between that inner experience and the world outside.  Put another way, we can say that institutions, rather than insisting on the loss of individual subjectivity, can facilitate the individual's effort to be him or her self in the world. 


However important the attempt to dismiss reality, its attainment is also a profoundly important objective for the individual, who finds him- or herself divided between the need to have and to avoid the reality of a world apart.  Thus far I have considered the need to dismiss reality as connected to the need for omnipotent control.  But the effort to control reality, although it tends to deny the primary quality we associate with reality, which is its quality of being external to the subject, also asserts the presence of an external sphere which must be overcome.  In other words, the effort to dismiss reality by substituting for it another reality both insists upon and seeks to overcome reality; it expresses a need for a relation with reality and a need to escape from reality's primary implication for the subject.  Why, then, do we need a relationship with reality, and why does establishing such a relationship pose a problem for us?


I am speaking here of a psychic need.  Clearly, the individual has a material need for a relationship with reality since without that relationship the individual will not survive.  Nonetheless, the recognition of reality by the individual must be understood as a psychic accomplishment that serves a psychic need, just as denial of reality is a retreat from that accomplishment, a retreat that also serves a psychic need.  Let me begin with the need served by the denial of reality, then consider the need served by the recognition of reality.


To understand the need served by dismissing reality, which is also the (psychic) need served when we attempt to substitute for it the group reality considered above, we have to understand what the substitute reality constitutes a flight from.  John Steiner suggests that denial of reality is denial of three fundamental aspects of reality.
  The first is the inability of the infant to create the good object, which, therefore does not reside within him and is not under his control.  The second is the "painful experience of feeling excluded from the primal couple."  And the third is the "fact of the reality of death" (94-9).  All of these aspects of reality express the finiteness of life for the individual.  Their denial expresses flight from the pain associated with recognition of the limitations of the individual, of his effectivity, creativity, and of his being in the world.  


The relationship to reality involves dependence on that which is external to the individual, and which he or she does not control.  Without the dependence on what is outside, reality would have no (psychic) meaning for the individual.   But, this dependence is also a limit.   To acknowledge this limit, which is to acknowledge reality, constitutes a loss.  Accepting this loss is not simply a matter of the inevitable recognition of what is and of what we are; rather, it follows from a psychic need for reality, which also must be considered.  This psychic need is precisely the need to be limited in regard to the infinite possibilities of life.  This limitednes is our being something finite, and therefore real.  Being finite means giving up all possibilities in order to realize one, or only a few.  


Acceptance of limits is also what we mean by having an identity, which is the individual's attachment to particular qualities.  To be a self is to be self-identical, that is to have continuity of being across time and space, which is also across differing contexts of interaction with others.  To have an identity, then, is an important part of what it means to be a particular person.  Only through being something finite and particular, therefore limited, can personhood be made real. Individual identity is the reality of the individual in the world (Erikson Ego Identity, von Broembson).


As we have seen, the idea that reality is socially constructed contains the notion that identity is contingent on context.  This is the idea that who we are varies with the recognition others bestow (or impose) upon us, so it depends on the specific others with whom we interact at a particular time and in a particular place.  Above, I connect this idea to the "chronic overdependence on objects" Kernberg attributes to certain individuals.  Yet, we can also see how this judgment about identity, while placing the individual under the control of others, also liberates the individual from any requirement that he or she be someone in particular, from the limits associated with becoming this particular person.  Even as the idea that identity depends on context subjects the individual to the domination of others and of groups, it also expresses the fantasy of omnipotence in that it denies the significance of limits to identity, that who we have become limits who we can be.  Yet, in denying the limits of identity, we also lose something important, the possibility of making identity real for self and other.

What is significant (psychically) about gaining the reality of the finite self is that it is the only way we can be real, and it is the only way we can establish for ourselves a particular, distinct reality that is, in the end, ours and ours alone.  The answer to the question, then, what do we need reality for, is that we need it to be our (separate) individual selves, and thus to have rather than to lose our subjective lives.  Just as it is the desire for separate being that fuels the development of a relation to reality, it is the danger of separation and loss that gets in the way of our accepting reality, and that fuels the movement to dismiss reality or substitute for it something more tolerable.


The social construction of reality, understood in light of these considerations, constitutes a middle point, or compromise, between acceptance and denial of reality.  It neither completely denies reality nor completely accepts it.
  Those engaged in group reality of the kind considered above express a need for others and for a dependence on an external sphere.  At the same time, they insist on maintaining omnipotent control through the group, and in this sense experience the group as a way of dismissing the reality of a finite life and of the acceptance of limits.   Social construction, then, seeks to retain the possibility of an external reality, while denying that doing so limits the subject.  This contradiction is well expressed in the effort to see reality as mere appearance, as contingent and indeterminate.  In this way, the idea that reality is socially constructed represents both recognition of reality and an attack on it.


We can think about this complex relation to reality in the language of loss.  To accept reality means to lose the control over objects needed to use them as containers for unacceptable parts of the self, which is also the loss of omnipotence and of limitless possibilities.  The use of objects as containers for parts of the self impoverishes the self at the same time that it secures the self against the dependence associated with acknowledging external reality.  Giving up control over objects secures the subject as a whole person, a particular individual, but one living within the limits of a separate reality on which he depends and which exists independently of his wanting and willing.  Accepting reality means viewing the object "more realistically, no longer distorted by projections of the self," with the result that "the ego is enriched by reacquiring the parts of the self which had previously been disavowed".  The vital element in accomplishing this end is mourning, since "it is through mourning that the projective identification is reversed and parts of the self previously ascribed to the object are returned to the ego" (Steiner 35).  If mourning reverses the original projection, it makes the externality of the world a reality for the individual.  If we consider that, at a primitive level, "all experience of separateness … is felt as a loss" (62), then we can see how mourning loss is bound up with the acceptance of reality.


The significance of loss for the construction of reality applies with special force to the substitute reality associated with group experience.  In this connection, we can imagine that groups are essentially about the denial of separation, and the refusal to mourn the loss of omnipotence.  As Freud emphasizes, they are also about coping with envy by requiring that all give up the hope of attaining what has been lost.  Groups do not allow others to have what we do not have, or doubt we can attain.  In this sense, groups are about controlling self and other in ways that cope with anxiety. 


This last observation leads, once again, to an important conclusion about the individual and the group, which is the threat the latter poses to the former (Kernberg Chapter 11).  This is the threat of loss of identity, and the attendant danger associated with the emergence of primitive aggression.  The loss of identity in the group not only poses a threat to the member; it also confirms that aspect of the member's psychic reality that is organized around the loss of identity.  The group has the power not only to impose this loss of identity on others as a way of coping with envy, it has the power, or is hoped to have the power, to make loss of identity an objective rather than a psychic reality.  This is, once again, the group's power to destroy and create reality. 


The group makes loss of identity an objective matter by making the experience of loss the central element of group identity, so that the group is held together by shared loss.  Thus, the celebration of oppression, which is so common in groups constituted by the experience of shared loss, seeks to turn deprivation into the positive basis of identity.  This means that without the loss of identity, the individual has none.  So, for example, those outside the group, who have not experienced the group's constituting loss, are understood to have an impoverished self precisely because they lack the experience of deprivation. 


In this way, the group constituted around deprivation destroys the reality of individual identity, and creates the reality of the loss of identity.  The cost of doing so is not only the loss of identity itself, but also the mobilization of primitive aggression and the further danger this poses to the individual.  The increased danger and enhanced anxiety provoke primitive defenses, which typically play a large role in group phenomena. 

The effort to control objects in the world denies, or seeks to overcome, their separateness from us.  This separateness of objects from us not only puts them outside our sphere of control, it also establishes a line that separates us as subjects from objects outside.  This line is the boundary between self and not self.  The struggle over reality, which I have here characterized as a struggle between two realities, implicates the establishing and maintaining of self-boundaries.  To understand the meaning of reality for the individual, we need to consider the boundary between what is internal to the individual's mental life and what is outside (Kernberg 15).
 

Social construction does not create reality; it creates, or attempts to create, a substitute for reality within which objects can be controlled to the end of dealing with psychic conflict.  Just as the social construction of reality attempts to put a group reality into place, it seeks to dismiss, even destroy, the reality that exists for the individual who acknowledges rather than disavowing his or her feelings and self-experience, and who acknowledges rather then denying the loss of omnipotence.  This loss can alone enable the individual to recognize a genuinely separate sphere of reality.

7.


If the reality that emerges when the illusions associated with the group are given up is not "socially constructed," does this make it an expression of, or response to, natural imperatives?  What is the quality of the reality that we find when we cease using objects as containers for subjective experience, and relate to them as existing outside our sphere of control?


We might answer the questions just posed by considering the distinction between social reality and group reality, between the construction of the social and the life of the group. This distinction can be expressed in the language of culture understood as the concrete expression and manifestation of social being.  Culture can be considered a group reality, or it can be considered a context of meaning in which the individual finds and develops a unique (individual) identity.  To borrow a phrase Tsvetan Todorov uses to distinguish types of nationalism, culture can be a manifestation of group reality, or a vernacular for an individual life (172, 386-7).  This is the difference between a culture that defines identity for the individual, including appropriate conduct and ways of life, and a culture that provides a context for individual self-determination.  In the former interpretation, culture is irreducibly particular in that it limits and ultimately determines the meaning of interaction for the member.  In the latter, culture is a way of expressing ideas and shaping a life that includes possibilities as yet unknown: ideas yet unthought, and ways of life yet to be experienced.   In this sense, treating culture as a vernacular means treating it as a medium for creativity and the expression of individual self-determination.


Institutions can instantiate interaction, and thus create an enduring social reality by subordinating the individual to predetermined modes of conduct.  This is the social reality of the (transcendent) group, and of its domination over the individual's identity.  Alternatively, institutions, rather than instantiating conduct and ways of life in an effort to make real the member's fantasies and illusions, can afford the individual what Erik Erikson refers to as the "freedom of opportunities yet undetermined" (Insight 161-2).  This includes the freedom to pursue a course of life expressive of a personal meaning. 


Facilitating self-determination and instantiating interaction express two different meanings for the development of organizations and of the institutions that lend permanence to the meaning those organizations express.  The danger to the individual afforded by the goal of instantiating interaction is the loss of subjectivity into the group or institution, particularly the disappearance of individual identity into group identity.  This danger is overcome either by submerging the institution into an endless cycle of organizational change, or by transforming it from an institution organized to instantiate interaction to one organized to facilitate self-determination.


Institutions either create reality for the individual, or facilitate individual creativity.  The social construction of reality is an expression of the former idea, one that takes it to be inevitable.  In this sense, for all its talk about overcoming domination, the discourse of social construction insists on, rather than mapping a path of escape from, domination.

Endnotes

� For a discussion, see Menzies-Lyeth.  I discuss an important example of this in Hatred.


� For a discussion of this retrieval as a goal of psychoanalysis, see Sandler and Dreher (104-7)


� Steiner's discussion of the denial of reality is based on Money-Kyrle.


� Steiner discusses this mixing of denial and acceptance of reality in relation to perversion (ch. 9).
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