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Fairly consistent student feedback over the years suggests that Peter L. Berger and Thomas
Luckman’s The Social Construction of Reality, first published in 1966, is considered one of
most dense and least “liked” books in the CHDS Master’s program. Nevertheless, it is also
a book that – over half a century after publication – continues to challenge and impact
students’ understanding of society and their own place in it. It is not for nothing that The Social
Construction of Reality (affectionately known as SCR) is firmly established as one of the most
important sociological books of the 20th century.
SCR has had an impact in a wide range of areas; law, philosophy, political science, and
management studies, to mention a few. It has fundamentally impacted the way that scholarship
approaches “social reality.” Berger and Luckman were primarily interested in how human action
and interaction shape our “knowledge” of ourselves and the world around us: the customs,
norms, expectations, traditions and institutions which individuals experience as social reality.
The central idea of SCR is that social realities are created, over time, by humans and human
interaction. Any pattern of action and interaction that is repeated consistently, they argue,
“becomes cast into a pattern, which can then be … performed again in the future in the same
manner and with the same economical effort.” (53) Berger and Luckman refer to this as
”habitualization” which involves not only the creation of social realities, but the acceptance
of them – because they’re there. In this sense, society, its structures and processes, can be
thought of as durable and agreed upon habits.
A classic example is the value of currency. Social consensus makes a $100 bill into something
other than simply a piece of paper. This consensus about the value of currency is so rooted in
society that we have created a great number of laws, structures, processes, and routines to
safeguard and maintain that value. Absent that consensus, a $100 bill is nothing more than a
piece of paper. Its value is socially constructed – but also institutionalized.
The institutionalization of social reality moves the focus from what is real to what we ought to
do about it. Sociologist W.I. Thomas’ so-called “Thomas Theorem” states that “if men define
situations as real, they are real in their consequences.” That is to say, the actions of individuals
and groups are shaped by the subjective construction of reality, rather than by objective reality.
In the study and practice of homeland security, this impacts our understanding of virtually
every aspect of conflict, from causes to viable resolutions. Even though it may be dense, SCR
continues to be a fundamental text for understanding social and political conflict.
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