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Janus, the Roman god whom January is named after had two faces.  One looked into the past, one looked into the future.  This is a metaphor with numerous applications, and today I want to suggest that this January you take a new look on life through Berger and Luckmann's paradigm shifting book.

The Social Construction of Reality looks like a $2 paperback and reads like an academic paper, which it is.  But this book has changed the way social scientists and others look at reality.  Berger and Luckmann did not come up with the original idea, but in this book they develop it and explain it in a way that most people can understand.  This is certainly not beyond anyone who can cope with Anglican liturgy!

But let me let you into the big idea.  The reality we inhabit is not dependent on natural phenomena like rocks and mountains and snow, but on the ways we understand the wide range of phenomena around us.  Indeed, most of the phenomena around us are human creations, and a large part of the reality in which we live is not physical at all.  Our world has roads and buildings, it is full of rules about boundaries and appropriate interactions.  Many of these we are only dimly aware of, yet they define our lives.  Try walking into someone else's house, or wearing pyjamas at the mall.

Consider music.  There are some physical properties attached to music, like the difference between a note and the octave above it.  But dividing the octave into eight (or twelve) notes is a convention of our society.  Yet we hear when music sounds "right".  We know what notes sound like together.  We understand that some notes sound "happy" when played together, and some sound "sad".  These are not physical properties of the notes. We have been socialized into hearing music in particular ways.  Other societies use different divisions of  musical notes, which we find hard to hear.  Music is a clear subjective reality.  We think we are hearing what is there, but what we hear is our interpretation of what is there, and it is the interpretation that is important.

Similarly my wife and I sometimes disagree what label to attach to a colour - is it blue or green?  This means we might not agree on colour combinations for, say clothes!  We have slightly different subjective realities.  These are not insignificant.  We can argue for hours about what colour it "really" is.  

Berger and Luckmann talk about two realities: objective reality, which is the institutionally defined constructs around us; and subjective reality which is the personal acquisition of reality.  As we grow through childhood we absorb the realities of the society, first from our primary carers, then from a variety of others. Initially we cannot distinguish between natural phenomena and objective reality.  Later we may inhabit a variety of realities, for example Church and work, where different rules and values apply.

The Social Construction of Reality opens a new understanding of both the world around us, and of ourselves.  It is an understanding which one theorist described a "liberating....  opening new realms of comprehension and action"  May you find those new realms as you enter a new year.

