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Chapter 41 

 
Extending Constructionist Social Problems 

to the study of Housing Problems 
 
Introduction 
Constructionist approaches to social problems emerged in the 1970s as an 
alternative to traditional positivist approaches.  It took place in the context of the 
hermeneutic turn in sociology that began in the late 1950s as a reaction against 
the dominance of positivism and structuralism, in which the individual was 
treated as a cultural dope, merely holding values and playing out roles dictated 
by structural imperatives.  It included critiques of quantitative methods, 
including large-scale interview surveys, that involved a turn to qualitative 
methods and the study of on-going social situations. 
 
In the 1970s constructionist explanations of social problems became well-
established in sociology as well as in a number of related disciplines, notably 
social psychology, social work and, to a lesser extent, political science.  Early 
constructionist approaches to social problems were strongly influenced by 
symbolic interactionism and particularly by labelling theory, and only later, in 
response to the linguistic turn, became increasingly influenced by discourse 
analysis.  Constructionist approaches eventually became established as the 
dominant approach to the study of social problems.  This did not take place 
without considerable and often heated debate, both internally but also from the 
proponents of competing perspectives, notably from marxists and feminists, and 
later also from postmodernists, as well as, of course from traditional positivists. 
 
Yet perversely, the debates raging around how to study social problems passed 
housing studies by, almost entirely unnoticed.  This is particularly puzzling 
since housing studies has always been – and remains to this day – a very applied 
field in which the study of housing problems and the housing policies to deal 
with them comprise a central concern. Until very recently housing research has 
remained a bastion of traditional positivism, heavily influenced by structuralist 
explanations and strongly oriented toward the use of quantitative methods, 
including the use of official statistics and the collection of additional data 
through large-scale interview surveys. 
                                           
1 I would like to thank Jan Trost and other members of the Uppsala University IBF/Jane Seminar for helpful 
comments on an earlier version of this chapter. 



 
In stark contrast to constructionist social problems, constructionist housing 
problems, developing in the late 1990s, has been barely influenced at all by the 
symbolic interactionist origins of constructionist social problems.  Instead it has 
been dominated by discourse analysis from the very start, something for which it 
has been, with justification, criticised.  Research on constructionist housing 
problems therefore has much to learn from interactionism in general but in 
particular from the successes and failures of constructionist social problems 
analysis. 
 
In this chapter I review the development of constructionist approaches to social 
problems and consider what lessons this holds for housing researchers in terms 
of the development of the still embryonic constructionist approach to housing 
problems.  I show how each new perspective that has arisen – including marxist 
and feminist perspectives on social problems - has been strongly influenced and 
formed by perspectives and approaches that were dominant at the time of its 
initial development.  I conclude with a discussion of the rapidly growing - but 
still modest - corpus of constructionist housing problems research. 
 
 
The state of social problems research in the pre-constructionist era 
Early post-war research on social problems was, as might be expected, framed 
by positivist debates that did not question the taken-for-granted ”naturalness” of 
the hierarchy of social problems in a society at any one point in time.  This is not 
to say that there was no awareness of the disjuncture between actual "real" social 
problems, such as unemployment or crime, and people's perceptions of the 
relative importance of different social problems. 
 
Thus, R.K. Merton, one of the early postwar pioneers of the study of social 
problems, distinguished between "manifest" social problems, those objective 
conditions which are recognised as social problems and "latent" social problems, 
those that are at odds with dominant values and therefore not recognised as 
social problems (Merton, 1951. See also Merton, 1971).  Merton thereby 
remained firmly in the functionalist tradition of neither problematising whether a 
condition was or was not a "real" social problem nor being interested in its 
genesis or explaining processes underlying the emergence of social problems. 
 
Another pioneer of social problems analysis was C. Wright Mills.  His book, 
The sociological imagination opens by making a distinction between ”the 
personal troubles of milieu” and ”the public issues of social structure” (Mills, 
1959:14). 
 



One of Mills’ key concerns in relating personal troubles and public issues was 
the ways in which the former became translated into the latter.  For Mills the 
sociological imagination comprised in large part the ability to show how 
personal milieux translated into large-scale social structures and societal issues, 
or as he put it: 
 

”Issues have to do with matters that transcend these local environments of the individual and the range of 
his inner life.  They have to do with the organization of many such milieux into the institutiuons of a 
historical society as a whole, with the ways in which various milieux overlap and interpenetrate to form 
the larger structure of social and historical life.” (p.15) 

 
Yet his analysis did not significantly progress Merton's distinction between 
manifest and latent social problems.  He remained in the positivist tradition of 
arguing that there were objective social issues caused by the proliferation of 
personal troubles on such a large scale as to create institutional scale issues.  
Thus, individuals may become unemployed or divorced and these are personal 
troubles.  But when unemployment becomes widespread or when the divorce 
rate in the first 4 years of marriage is 250 out of every 1,000 then, Mills decrees, 
personal troubles become a social issue.  This remains today the dominant 
perspective on housing problems such as homelessness, overcrowding, housing 
and ill-health and segregation. 
 
Mills saw the definition of social issues out of personal troubles as a key area of 
conflict and disagreement in society, a view not developed significantly further 
until interactionist approaches to the construction of social problems were 
developed in the early 1970s.  It did, however, foreshadow the construction of 
social problems literature in its focus on power, a focus that permeated Wright 
Mills’ own brand of sociological analysis. 
 
The 1960s comprised something of a transition decade between positivist and 
constructionist approaches to social problems, a transition well captured in 
Horton’s (1966) analytical discussion of conflict versus consensus approaches to 
the study of social problems.  Howard Becker, who was to emerge as one of the 
strongest proponents of labelling theory and interactionism exemplifies this 
transitional period with a focus on value-conflict that never the less retained an 
insistence that social problems have an objective existence (Becker, 1966). 
 
One of the earliest analyses of a particular social problem that was both firmly in 
the conflict perspective on social problems as well as clearly influenced by early 
constructionist ideas was Gusfield’s (1963) study of the US temperance 
movement and its impact on prohibition politics.  Working at Chicago 
University, Gusfield acknowledged his indebtedness to Herbert Blumer, Everett 
Hughes and Erving Goffman, as well as citing the work of Mead, Lemert, 
Matza, Garfinkel, Stone and others who either had made, or were going to make, 



major contributions to symbolic interactionism, ethnomethodology and 
constructionism.  He was also influenced by Murray Edelman, the leading 
political scientist in the field of symbolic politics.  The theory Gusfield 
presented in his last chapter to explain temperance politics in the US was 
significantly entitled ”a dramatistic theory of status politics”, indicating the 
influence on his thinking at Chicago of Goffman’s ”dramaturgical sociology” 
and Edelman’s ”symbolic politics”. 
 
Symbolic Crusade, with its strong emphasis on the rise and fall of the influence 
of the temperance movement on alcohol policy, was extensively cited in the 
early constructionist literature on social problems.  It marked a significant shift 
in the empirical analysis of social problems, towards a focus on social 
movements, interest groups, lobbying and rhetoric. 
 
The publication of Symbolic Crusade came at a time when the social sciences 
were ready for a shift from structural functionalism to conflict perspectives and 
in particular to constructionism: a shift that was reflected in a variety of 
complementary lines of development and that together comprised nothing less 
than a sea change in the direction of the development of the social sciences 
(though not in housing research). Deviance and labelling theory (Becker, 1963, 
Matza, 1964), interpersonal negotiation (Roth, 1962; Scheff, 1968), symbolic 
interactionism (Blumer, 1962, 1969), negotiated order theory (Strauss et al., 
1963), ethnomethodology (Garfinkel, 1967), and of course constructionism 
(Berger and Luckmann, 1966) all contributed to this. 
 
 
The emergence of the constructionist approach to social problems 
The large corpus of creative research from thesymbolic interactionist inspired 
constructionist perspective that emerged during the 1960s, both 
conceptual/methodological and in a number of different applied fields such as 
deviance, medical sociology, mental illness, professions, and organisational 
studies paved the way for the development of the generic application that came 
to be known as constructionist social problems.  As late as 1971 the first edition 
of what in later editions became a highly influential reader in constructionist 
social problems (Rubington and Weinberg, 1971) provided an overview of 5 
perspectives on social problems, one of which was based on labeling theory.  A 
sea-change was already becoming apparent. 
 
The Society for the Study of Social Problems had, by the early 1970s, a number 
of constructionists in senior positions, including its president, Edwin Lemert, 
and members of the executive committee such as Helena Znaniecka Lopata and 
Arlene Daniels, as well as on its editorial and publications committee, notably 



Earl Rubington, Severyn Bruyn and John Kitsuse.  The journal Social Problems 
was to become the prime vehicle for the promotion of the perspective. 
 
The formative contributions to constructionist social problems, all published in 
the journal Social Problems,  were Blumer (1971), Kitsuse and Spector (1973) 
and Spector and Kitsuse (1973). 
 
The first clear statement was the defining contribution of Blumer in “Social 
problems as collective behavior” (1971).  Blumer was already a major founding 
figure in symbolic interactionism, indeed having coined the term (Blumer, 1962, 
1969).  In this paper he formulates the main issues in what was to become the 
constructionist approach to the study of social problems: that social theory is 
unable to detect what is or is not a social problem, but rather follows societal 
definitions; that societal definitions and not objective conditions define what 
becomes identified as a social problem; and that to understand why some social 
problems become seen as important it is necessary to study the social processes 
of definition formation: as Blumer puts it: “A social problem is always a focal 
point for the operation of divergent and conflicting interests, intentions, and 
objectives” (Blumer, 1971 p.301). 
 
Blumer then proceeds to outline the study of social problems as a the study of a 
social process – their emergence, legitimation, mobilization of support, the 
formation of an official plan of action, and the transformation of the official plan 
in its empirical implementation.  This article, published over 30 years ago, 
remains to this day an accurate preliminary statement of the constructionist 
social problems perspective. 
 
The next development was the work of Kitsuse and Spector (1973) and Spector 
and Kitsuse (1973), comprising, in effect, a combined two-part article.  Kitsuse 
and Spector (1973) review the work of Merton as the examplar of a functionalist 
approach and the much earlier Fuller and Myers (1941) as exemplifying value-
conflict approaches - both Mills (1959) and Becker (1966) being more recent 
examples. 
 
Taking their starting point in the above analysis, Spector and Kitsuse (1973) 
then argue that social problems are better understood in terms of process rather 
than as static conditions. That is, social problems have a career, or what Fuller 
and Myers (1941) termed a ”natural history”.  They define social problems as 
”…the activities of groups making assertions of grievances and claims to 
organisations, agencies, and institutions about some putative conditions.” 
(Spector and Kitsuse, 1973 p.146).  They argue that each claims-making activity 
has a different natural history that can be analysed, described and its 
contingencies delineated. 



 
One of the consequences of this was to shift the focus towards the the way social 
problems were formulated, the discourse that was used to describe and present 
problems and how solutions in terms of policy-measures were constructed and 
sometimes implemented.  Much of this had been present in enbryonic form in 
the Gusfield (1963) study of the temperance movement, albeit without 
conceptual explication.  However, with the impetus provided by Spector and 
Kitsuse (1973) the 1970s and 1980s comprised something of a boom period in 
constructionist social problems, generating a remarkably wide range of studies 
of social problems from the constructionist perspective (see, for example, Best, 
1989; Gusfield, 1981; Holstein and Miller, 1989; Manis, 1976; Schneider and 
Kitsuse, 1984; Schneider, 1985a; Useem and Zald, 1982). 
 
This extensive literature covered a remarkably wide range of social problems.  
Besides dealing with more established social problems such as alcohol 
(Gusfield, 1963) and child abuse (Pfol, 1977) a wide range of putative, or 
supposed, conditions were taken up, ranging from margarine as a social problem 
(Ball and Lilly, 1982) to nuclear power (Uzeem and Zald, 1982). 
 
The literature sometimes gave the impression that social problems remain stable: 
what changes is the way they are seen, defined and successfully lobbied over by 
pressure groups, and it is this which determines how much of a social problem 
they are seen as, and how much urgent attention they are given by policy makers 
- and during which historical periods.  This approach often implied - and 
sometimes explicitly argued – that problems pass through ”rise and fall” cycles 
(Ball and Lilly, 1982; Hilgartner and Bosk, 1988; Jacobs, Kemeny and Manzi 
1999. See also Adam, 1975 for an example from feminism, also discussed 
below). 
 
 
Critiques of constructionist social problems 
 
(1) the ”ontological gerrymandering” debate 
A major internal, constructionist, critique of the approach that had come to be 
taken by many constructionist social problems analysts was that by Woolgar and 
Pawluch (1985a).  They argued that much constructionist social problems work 
defines the particular social problem being studied as fixed and immutable: as a 
natural and unvarying phenomenon.  In doing this they disregard the 
problematic nature of the condition itself.  Conditions cease to be putative in the 
manner argued by Spector and Kitsuse (1973) but rather become transformed 
into ”real” conditions.  The social problem doesn’t change, only the way it is 
defined and understood changes, with policy towards the social problem 
changing as a result. Constructionist social problems is therefore selectively 



constructionist – repressing discussion of any changes in the problem or putative 
condition itself while centre-staging the flux and instability of definitions that 
arise out of conflicting interest groups as they struggle to gain ascendancy in 
policy-making towards the fixed condition.  Woolgar and Pawluch (1985a) 
characterise this selectivity as ”ontological gerrymandering”: 
 

”Viewed as a practical accomplishment, both theoretical statements and empirical case 
studies manipulate a boundary, making certain phenomena problematic while leaving 
others unproblematic.  We call the main strategy for managing this boundary 
ontological gerrymandering” (Woolgar and Pawluch,1985a p.214) 

 
At one level this is an impossible critique to answer.  Everything clearly cannot 
be problematised at the same time in the same study: “bracketing” is and will 
always be an essential strategic decision for researchers to make.  All research 
must by definition make “…certain phenomena problematic while leaving 
others unproblematic” and to call “…managing this boundary ontological 
gerrymandering” is a gross and unacceptable distortion. 
 
In spite of this, the critique did strike a cord and engendered a lively and 
valuable debate (Pfol, 1985; Schneider, 1985b; Hazelrigg, 1985; Woolgar and 
Pawluch, 1985b).  This centred on the extent to which constructionism needs to 
be more reflexively aware of its own constructions as the first step towards 
understanding how to accompish these practices in what came to be known as 
constructionist studies of science (see, for example, Latour and Woolgar, 1979). 
 
Largely as a response to this debate, Ibarra and Kitsuse (1993) proposed a 
revision of the original Spector and Kitsuse (1973) formulation.  They argued 
that Spector and Kitsuse’s use of the expression putative (or supposed) condition 
was unfortunate as it allowed constructionist analyses to do just that – accept the 
condition as ”supposed” and by default treat it as an imutable background ”fact” 
against which claims and related discourses were constructed.  The result is to 
risk the analyst ”going native” and rather than ”bracketing” claims accepting 
one or another pressure group’s vernacular construct – their definition of the 
situation - as the condition. As they put it: 
 

”When constructionist theorizing blurs the basic distinction between vernacular 
resources and analytic constructs, it invites an indiscriminate fusion of mundane and 
theoretical perspectives that, among other things, leads to a retreat from the distinctive 
task of description posed by Spector and Kitsuse’s formultion (Ibarra and Kitsuse, 1993 
pp.33-34) 

 
Ibarra and Kitsuse propose that to avoid these problems the study of social 
problems should be understood as the study of what they term claims-making 



activities.  That is, ”claims-making constitutes social problems” (Ibarra and 
Kitsuse, 1993 p.34). 
 
This is a helpful clarification in so far as the idea of a putative condition is 
replaced by the varying depictions of a social problem through the claims-
making of interests and pressure groups: a claims-making that the 
constructionist analysing the process of claims-making has to bracket.  The 
study of social problems thereby becomes the study of claims-making and the 
ability of pressure groups to impose their conflicting definitions of reality on 
public discourse and ultimately on the policy-making process.  Social problems 
thereby become the accomplishments of successful claims-making.  One 
consequence of this reformulation is that the study of social problems begins to 
look very much like the study of social movements (see Mauss, 1975 for a 
conflict perspective that predates constructionist social problems). 
 
(2) Constructionist critiques of Ibarra and Kitsuse 
Ibarra and Kitsuse (1993) was published in a reader on social problems 
(Holstein and Miller, 1993a) that included a number of useful articles on 
constructionist social problems.  Some of these were ”sympathetic critiques” 
from constructionists who were critical of one aspect or another of Ibarra and 
Kitsuse’s thesis.  Others were more generally critical of constructionist social 
problems as an approach to the study of social problems.  In this and the 
following section my argument draws heavily on both of these types of 
contribution to that reader. 
 
Having established the need to focus on the accomplishment of social problems 
rather than adopt essentialist definitions of social problems, Ibarra and Kitsuse 
(1993) go on to limit the usefulness of their approach by overly focusing on 
rhetoric and discourse at the expense of the accomplishment of social problems 
and the construction of policy-outcomes that the deemed politically-appropriate 
“treatment” results in.  They focus on the deployment of rhetorical idioms such 
as ”lifestyle”, ”choice”, ”tolerance”, ”empowerment” and various ”isms” 
(sexism, racism, ageism etc.), and the employment of rhetorical strategies and 
counter-rhetorical strategies, motifs, and claims-making styles (”scientific”, 
”political”, etc.).  Finally, they discuss three social settings in which rhetoric is 
deployed that they label media, legal-political and academic.  They thereby give 
the misleading impression that the study of social problems is mainly – or even 
entirely – the study of rhetoric and discourse, rather than the outcome of this in 
terms of legislation, institutional changes and other practical results of 
successful claims-making that accomplish social problems. 
 
Ibarra and Kitsuse have clearly been heavily influenced by the linguistic turn 
and the almost obsessive focus on discourses.  Accomplishing a social problem 



is more than just generating sound bytes that drown out alternative definitions, 
or as Gubrium’s (1993 p.96) critique of Ibarra and Kitsuse in the Holstein and 
Miller reader puts it ”mere words in media”.  It is more than simply establishing 
a hegemonic definition in the media and in government rhetoric of the social 
problem, then deciding what should be done about it and how it should be 
”treated”.  The accomplishment lies in the mundane interactions that produce the 
sound bytes – ”…the hard reality work that generates the publicity, belying the 
”moves” and ”gambits” that media audiences hear or read about” (Gubrium, 
1993 p.96). 
 
Equally important, I would argue, is that mundane interactions are essential to 
devising and implementing ways of dealing with an accomplished social 
problem.  This includes the successful construction of institutions for dealing 
with a social problem in ways that are congruent with the hegemonic definition 
– in terms of administrative measures, new or revised legislation, the creation of 
appropriate institutions (workhouse, hospital, orphange, etc.), and the creation 
and nurturing of pressure groups to effectively monitor policy and sustain 
pressure on policy-making (Jacobs, Kemeny and Manzi., 2003a). 
 
Another problem with Ibarra and Kitsuse’s approach is the generalisation and 
abstraction of the category “members” together with the implication that the 
public are passive receptors of discourse, or as Gubrium (1993 p.97) puts it that 
”…the public, in general or in particular, [are] simply a nebulous mass of 
receptive agents”.  To address this, it is necessary to conduct studies into the 
social worlds of particularly-situated individuals, and it is here that interactionist 
in situ studies of non-problems – such as gender of ethnic discrimination - come 
into their own.  Gubrium’s own study of the caregivers of Altzheimer sufferers 
suggests that many are sceptical and critical of professional pronouncements in 
an area of care where they as caregivers can lay claim to considerable collective 
experience and expertise (Gubrium, 1987). 
 
A related problem is what Schneider (1993) sees as a too rigid separation of 
constructionists’ own analyses from those of the members they study – a 
separation into “them” the unwitting objects of study and “us” the scientists who 
explain “their” behaviour to each other, to the subjects they study and to the 
wider and generalised public.  He argues that constructionists cannot leave their 
own assumptions and memberships of various social groups as unproblematic 
and unproblematised.  I would add that doing so is symptomatic of research 
strategies that have too little involvement in the life-worlds being researched. 
 
This leads naturally on to the argument of Best (1993) the last of the 
constructionist critiques of Ibarra and Kitsuse.  Best argues that Kitsuse has 
always taken what Best terms a “strong” constructionist approach, even though 



many interpretations of Kitsuse’s work prefer to adopt a “weak” constructionist 
interpretation, and the Ibarra and Kitsuse thesis is an example of strong 
constructionist analysis.  Here housing researchers will at last be on familiar 
ground (see Somerville and Bengtsson, 2002).  Best argues that the Ibarra and 
Kitsuse injunction to only study claims-making and not make any assumptions 
about reality is unrealistic:  He elegantly demonstrates this with reference to 
research on satanism, where the study of claims of satanist conspiracy is 
difficult if not impossible to conduct, simply because it is often impossible to 
identify any such satanist groups.  But all this might mean is that either the claim 
is false or that the conspiracies are very successful in remaining secret.  Best 
argues, therefore, that weak constructionism is preferable since “…It will not, to 
be sure, meet the strict constructionists’ tests for epistemological consistency, 
but it just might help us understand how social problems emerge and develop.” 
(Best, 1993 p.144). 
 
(3) External critiques of the constructionist social problems perspective 
Apart from objectivist critiques that social problems are in fact objective 
conditions, three borad streams of “external” critiques can be identified: 
postmodern, marxist and feminist (for a useful overview see Miller, 1993).  
Interestingly, each of these critiques is made from quite different 
epistemological positions.2 
 
(a) Postmodern critiques 
Postmodern critiques share the constructionist social problems approach in 
focusing on narratives but deny the validity of trying to develop systematic 
macrosocial explanations of the sort constructionist social problems uses. 
Instead, they emphasise great variation that cannot be reduced to standardised 
pressure-group positions that act and interact, as it were, on a policy chessboard.  
These variations may be local, psychological, or simply reflect a tendency to 
provide accounts that suit particular circumstances and contexts without any 
attempt to maintain consistency (for a discussion of postmodern critiques see 
Miller, 1993 pp.270-273). 
 
Postmodernism can best be described as deconstructionist.  That is, while it 
agrees with constructionist social problems that the world is socially 
constructed, it argues that the kinds of overarching societal constructions that 
constructionist social problems attempts to erect are too systemic.  Instead, 
construction is less co-ordinated, more chaotic, local, and fragmented.  
Postmodernism therefore radically critiques constructionist social problems for 
its macrosocial focus, its over-generalisation and its failure to grasp the 
complexity and micro-nature of the process of construction. 
                                           
2 Quite apart from the fact that each critique is not homogeneous but includes many different perspectives, 
which, of course, cannot be done justice in the limited swpace in this chapter. 



 
(b) Some marxist and feminist critiques 
Marxist and feminist critiques, by contrast argue that constructionist social 
problems is itself too fragmenting, breaking down social problems into partial 
and episodic events unrelated to one another, whether it be acid rain, child abuse 
or AIDS (Agger, 1993).  Both marxist and feminist critiques seek less 
fragmentation and more conceptual and theoretical integration.  They are also 
critical of the interactionist injunction to "take the actor's definition".  They 
argue that capitalism and patriarchy both operate through hegemony, 
determining through the encouragement of false consciousness what come to be 
accepted as the important social problems of the time.  So the very 
fragmentation that postmodernist critiques of constructionist social problems see 
as essential to understanding social problems is seen by both marxists and 
feminists as the operation of hegemony to divert concern from the oppression of 
capitalism and patriarchy onto trivial social problems.  In other respects, 
however, Marxism and feminism handle constructionism very differently. 
 
(i) Feminist critiques 
Much feminist scholarship has been profoundly formed by phenomenological 
constructionism.  One of the key arguments is that sex is an ambiguous 
biological category and that gender is not a natural or biologically-determined 
bi-polar category.  Rather it is multi-dimensional and socially constructed in 
many forms (Butler, 1990, 1993).  Similarly, Adams (1975) analysis of the way 
“women’s place” in Britain swung back and forth several times between being 
in the home (pre-1914, 1930s, 1950s) and being in wage-labour (1914-18, 1939-
45, post-1950).  This discussion is immediately recognisable as a constructionist 
analysis of social problems focusing on the cyclical “rise and fall” thesis of 
female wage-labour. 
 
Echoing a Goffman-inspired dramaturgical sociology, gender is to be 
understood as being "performed" to be realised (or as interactionists might put it 
“doing gender”) and in the constructionist spirit has to be analysed as “a process 
of engenderment”.  There is therefore some justification for describing feminist 
critiques of constructionist social problems as internal constructionist critiques, 
albeit of a less than sympathetic kind than those reviewed above. 
 
One of these is by Gordon (1993), whose critique is positioned from a strong 
constructionist perspective, accusing Ibarra and Kitsuse’s thesis of being a kind 
of “neo-objectivism”.  By this Gordon means that for Ibarra and Kitsuse a social 
problem only exists in as much as there are voiced definitions co-ordinated and 
articulated by pressure groups and vested interests.  Gordon argues that 
constructionism “…has allowed feminists to make visible how we and things are 
engendered…” given that visibility is a complex phenomenon “entirely bound 



up with the available and dominant technologies of representation and the social 
and “personal” forms invisibility takes” (Gordon, 1993 p.312). 
 
Gordon argues that the main difference between feminist and internal 
constructionist critiques of constructionist social problems is that “The feminist 
project is driven by critique and a desire to transform the social relationships of 
power that construct and deconstruct the world and its inhabitants in particular 
ways” (Gordon, 1993 p.312).  Here, then, we are back to some of the shared 
ground between marxism and feminism. 
 
(ii) Marxist critiques 
Marxist critiques, in contrast to feminist critiques, haave never been based on 
constructionist principles. Marxist responses to constructionism came early, and 
were therefore contemporaneous with constructionist social problems because as 
"the new criminology" they were in considerable part counter-critical responses 
to labelling theory and other phenomenological and constructionist critiques of 
traditional criminology that had developed in the 1960s.  Taylor et al. (1973) 
devotes much space to critiques of the leading societal-reaction theorists – 
Becker, Lemert, Matza, Cicourel and others. Taylor et al. (1973 - including the 
foreword by Gouldner) is still today the most detailed and incisive critique of 
this school. 
 
The new criminology critiqued the older, conservative (positivist) approaches 
that labelling theory had also criticised.  But in addition it criticised the more 
recent "liberal" phenomenological approaches to deviance for being too social 
psychological and ignoring the way the structural features of capitalism formed 
and determined deviance (Taylor et al, 1974; Manders, 1975).  So while 
acknowledging that labelling theory exposed the class basis of deviance it was 
dismissed as “voyeurism” or as "exposé criminology". Foreshadowing the 
ontological gerrymandering debate, they argued – using the phenomenological 
argument of “bracketing” - that constructionist social policy "bracketed society 
and social theory" and, in so doing, diverted attention from structural marxist 
explanations of deviance (Taylor et al., 1973, 1974).  Never the less, the new 
criminology was very aware of the class basis on which capitalism rested and so 
was in part formed by labelling theory. 
 
(iii) the new criminology and the new urban sociology 
There are interesting similarities and differences with the housing critiques of 
the new urban sociology.  The early social and political economy contributions 
(Pahl, 1969; Clarke and Ginsburg, 1975; Community Development Project, 
1976; Edwards et al., 1976) were firmly anchored in a micro-class perspective 
on housing that examined the role of estate agents, financiers, brokers, solicitors 
etc.  The original formulation of what came to be known as the “urban 



managerial thesis” by Pahl (1969) argued for attention to be focused on those 
holding key mediating positions in housing and urban planning: building society 
managers, local government officers, planners, etc.  However, unlike the new 
criminology, the 1970s new urban sociology did not have a corpus of 
constructionist or phenomenological housing research to mirror or critique since 
none then existed.  If it had existed the urban managerial thesis might have 
found more support. 
 
The turning point for the new urban sociology appears to have come at the 
Conference on Urban Change and Conflict held at the University of York, 
England, in 1975, where "urban managerialism" was one of the central foci 
(Harloe, 1975).  The work of French marxist structuralist urban sociology, 
notably Castells, (1977, originally published in French in 1972) gained 
momentum at the expense of micro-based political economy class analysis.  But 
Pahl came under heavy and sustained criticism, particularly from marxists 
(Castells and Preteceille were both at the conference) for giving too much 
weight to agency and not enough to underlying structural factors (for an 
example of such a debate see the proceedings of the 1975 Conference on Urban 
Change and Conflict in Harloe, 1975).  Pahl subsequently accepted this 
correction (Pahl, 1977), effectively consigning the urban managerial thesis to 
oblivion. 
 
The problem facing those espousing the social basis of power approach to 
housing was that processes within housing institutions, and most especially the 
central and local state, were by definition secondary and derivitive in nature and 
lacked an interactionist or constructionist tradition in housing and urban research 
to give it sufficient conceptual underpinning. A strong strand of societal 
reification therefore permeated analysis and inhibited a closer examination of 
the workings of social institutions, and in particular, decision making processes 
in political institutions.  
 
As a result, the new urban sociology generally, and the political economy of 
housing in particular, did not develop a well-defined class-based marxist 
analysis but instead became closely identified with structural variants of 
marxism in which class and agency rarely figured as an important explanatory 
factor.  The result was to produce a rather ponderous and deterministic – and 
ultimately barren - structuralism (for critiques of “class-purged” structural 
marxism in urban and housing research see Kemeny, 1982 and 1984a). 
 
 
Toward developing constructionist housing problems 
We have seen how constructionist social problems began with strong 
phenomenological and symbolic interactionist impetus and only later - 



particularly since Ibarra and Kitsuse (1993) - was there a shift to discourse 
analysis as part of the linguistic turn in the social sciences. This can be even 
more clearly seen in the recent interest in “collective action frames” or 
“organizational framing” following Snow (1986).  Although borrowing 
Goffman’s (1974) concept of Frame Analysis, its application to social problems 
has been very much in the discourse analysis tradition, focusing on the ways in 
which social movements frame their aims and goals (Croteau and Hicks, 2003; 
Reese and Newcombe, 2003) and thereby become more effective at recruiting 
members and influencing policy-making. 
 
By contrast and as already noted, until very recently research on housing 
problems has been strongly positivist: unreflexively being drawn into the 
acceptance of government and media-determined definitions of what comprise 
the main housing problems and how they should be “solved”. Such research has 
been heavily dependent on the use of traditional large-scale interview surveys of 
the sort favoured by grant-giving government departments.  Despite decades of 
constructionist social problems development and debate, until the late 1990s the 
influence of constructionist social problems had been all but non-existent on 
research on housing problems.  What we have had for the most part have been 
opportunistic studies of current political concerns, whether this be homelessness, 
negative equity, residential immobility, segregation, immigrant housing, 
residualisation, or a host of other politically-defined and policy-driven 
"problems". 
 
Today, thirty years after the first flowering of the constructionist social problems 
perspective, now that at last constructionist research is being carried out on 
housing problems its trajectory has so far been the opposite to that of 
constructionist social problems. That is, it began its career with post-
Foulcauldian discourse analysis and only recently has begun to show signs of 
being influenced by symbolic interactionism.3 
 
The theoretical awakening of housing research that began with the new urban 
sociology and that has exploded in the last decade or so has so far quite simply 
missed the influence of constructionist social problems based on the study of 
interpersonal – and indeed intrapersonal (reflective, self-examining) - 
interaction, a grounded theory approach and the use of in situ contextualised 
data collection and analysis. 
 

                                           
3 An early exception was Kemeny’s (1984b) study of the social construction of housing facts, based on Latour 
and Woolgar’s (1979) classic symbolic interactionist study of the Salk Institute and how scientists in their 
everyday work negotiated how to interprete technical data so as to define what comprised “fact” and what 
comprised irrelevant “noise”. 



The result is a very particular kind of constructionist housing problems research, 
based on the discourse analysis of policy documents and focused on discourse 
analyses of the housing policy spin of policy-makers, the media, police, courts, 
lobbyists etc.  The early influence of discourse analysis on housing policy 
included such work as that by de Neufville and Barton (1987), indicating the 
yeoman imagery behind policies in the USA to favour owner occupation, Carlen 
(1994) on the maintenance of youth homelessness, and Sahlin’s work on 
problem tenants (1996), social housing exclusion strategies (1995) and 
homelessness (1997). 
 
Since then there has been a rapid expansion, notably the work of Hastings 
(1999), Hunter and Nixon (1999) and Jacobs, Kemeny and Manzi. (1999, 2003a, 
2003b, Arapoglou, 2004).  This approach has notable similarities to Ibarra and 
Kitsuse's restatement of constructionist social problems in discourse terms, a 
restatement that, as we have seen, came in for heavy criticism from symbolic 
interactionists and phenomenologists. 
 
This has laid constructionist housing research open to the sort of critique that 
Somerville and Bengtsson (2002) have made of constructionism being merely 
about discourse, lacking a focus on agency and therefore being too socially 
deterministic.  There is some irony in the fact that, without Somerville and 
Bengtsson realising it, their preferred alternative - derived from political science 
- of "contextualised rational action" bears a remarkable resemblance to studies 
based on interactionist principles of individual agency and in situ studies of 
interaction in context. 
 
The confusion of a discourse-based constructionist housing problems with the 
very different interactionist-based one reflects the continuing lacuna of the latter 
in housing research.  That this is so comes as no surprise, given what we know 
of the differences between feminist-constructionist and marxist critiques of 
constructionist social problems, not to mention the way the new urban sociology 
came to be dominated by a structural determinism that both neglected the 
individual level – albeit after considerable internal debate - and that was 
remarkably lacking in class-based analyses. 
 
At the same time awareness is rapidly growing of the need to focus more on 
how housing policies are constructed in terms of the institutional arrangements 
that are put in place to “deal with” particular definitions of what the housing 
problem “really is”.  The focus by Jacobs, Kemeny and Manzi (2003b) on the 
construction of a particular kind of policy implementation apparatus specifically 
adapted to certain kinds of problem-definitions and policy-solutions and of 
corresponding ”institutional practices” is in this sense an important marker along 
the way. 



 
Housing research is in need of rectifying this imbalance by adding a range of in 
situ studies of housing problems to the already significant corpus of studies of 
discourses.  This will involve going beyond research based exclusively on the 
analysis of document texts or the transcripts of qualitative interviews. Such 
methods, while of fundamental importance to discourse analysis, need to be 
undestood as complemetary to both direct and participant observation of 
interactional situations in which researchers take the actors’ definitions and 
observe how social problems are defined by various interest groups and how 
policy is created and implemented on the ground. 
 
It is important to bear in mind that the study of social situations as integral and 
dynamic wholes has always been a central tenet of interactionism.  Following an 
epistemology known as “grounded theory” (Glaser and Strauss, 1967), theory is 
inducted from a social situation, or a “life-world” that the analyst enters, 
becomes immersed in and thoroughly imbued with, taking the actors’ definitions 
and learning what it is to be a member. 
 
This is sometimes referred to as in situ research or “doing” whatever situated 
activity of everyday life is being researched (“doing everyday life” as Dietz et 
al., 1994 call it).  The classic empirical research in this long and enduring 
tradition is precisely such participatory qualitative studies, of, for example, 
gangs (Thrasher, 1927; White, 1955) medical students (Becker et al., 1963), 
hotel communities (Prus and Irini, 1980), and other key studies too numerous to 
cite (for an extensive review and discussion see Prus, 1996).  Methodology is 
strongly influenced by ethnology being qualitative, based on participant 
observation, in-depth interviews, and other methods of thorough familiarisation. 
 
Much useful work can be done on studies of “doing” housing policy-making and 
housing policy-implementing, and understanding these as processes, as 
achievements of interaction.  A precursor of what such research could look like 
is Henderson and Karn’s (1987) study of the allocation process in an English 
Midlands housing department. Using intensive observation techniques 
supplemented by interviewing and despite not being anchored in interactionist 
ethnology, this research provided important insights into the policy-
implementation process around just how allocations are decided.  Conducting 
research by being where the decisions are made and observing the processes of 
interaction that lead to the decisions being studied is a powerful methodology 
that has been neglected in housing research. Such a methodology becomes even 
more effective if is based on interactionist and constructionist principles, 
including taking actors’ definitions and with an awareness of the work-practices 
and routines in the organisation as well as paying attention to the existence and 
stability or instability of negotiated orders.  



 
Such studies can be done in a wide range of organisational settings: housing 
lobbies and pressure groups, government departments, media news 
determination, courts, police practices, etc.  They can also be done at many 
levels of policy-making and implementation.  Equally important they can be 
used to point up processes, such as labelling, developing new routines or area 
stigmatisation. A recent example of this is Rochelle and Kaufman (2004) based 
on a four-year ethnographic study of the inclusion and exclusion strategies of 
young homeless people. 
 
Another aspect that a constructionist housing problems can fruitfully address is 
the study of consciousness-raising of the sort that feminists call for, notably 
around issues of problem invisibility and face-to-face processes of identity 
confirmation and definitional struggle.  Research on what has come to be known 
as “non-decision-making” in political science (Bachrach and Baratz, 1962; 
Crenson, 1971; Lukes, 1974) can be drawn on in this context. 
 
Constructionist housing problems is in its infancy and poised for rapid 
expansion.  It is crucial that we take this opportunity to learn the lessons from 
the earlier development of constructionist social problems so we benefit from 
the accumulated experience of a rich tradition while not repeating early 
mistakes.  If we succeed, the thirty-year “constructionist slumber” of housing 
research will not have be wasted. 
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