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ABSTRACT

As an interdisciplinary subject, the study of the environment requires an integrated approach.
As a matter of fact, a number of thinkers in this field have used the constructivist approach to
study the environmental issues because this emphasizes the role of social factors along with
technical and ecological ones in explaining them. With a transtheroretical approach, the aim of
the present article is to study the constructivist-interpretative paradigm and determine its
cognitive aspects as well as provide a model to study the environmental issues. The paper uses
Ritzer's meta-theorizing as a tool to achieve the aforementioned goals. The findings of the study
of the intellectual evolution of the constructivism paradigm in classical and contemporary
thoughts show that the philosophical foundation of this paradigm is intertwined in the thought
of philosophers who emphasize the study of interactions between objects and subjects. This
school of sociology is based on the theories of Schutz, Weber, Heidegger, Berger and
Luckmann, who studied interactions and social contexts. In the sociological domain, for social
issues, specifically environment, thinkers such as Spector and Kitsuse, Loseke, Hannigan, and
Yearley used the constructivist perspective to study the discovery, emergence and success of
these issues. With the formation of absolute and textual schools in constructivism, this
approach turns from pure subjectivism to simply objective and subjective factors. As such,
many other thinkers with an integrated insight pointed to multiple levels of social realities as
mentioned by Ritzer. The results show that the connection and interaction of environmental
issues at principal levels of the paradigmatic model of environmental realities in the
constructivist-interpretive theory.
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INTRODUCTION

In the early period of environmental sociology, we see the dominance of
structuralism approaches, which put emphasis on ecological, objective and
structural factors. After environmental sociology became an independent branch,
researches with a constructivist approach kicked off in this field, in which, social
contexts are considered important variables in explaining environmental issues.
Similarly, these issues are viewed as fluid and dynamic with diverse manifestations
in different times and places. Constructivists believe that environmental concerns
do not usually attract public attention immediately rather they should be identified
and reason out in the form of a claim. “The process of making a claim includes the
stages of discovery of the same claim, effective activities to present it, including the
use of language, media and rhetorical techniques, as well as the dispute of
environmental claims” (Hannigan, 2022). In addition to objective characteristics of
environmental issues, this approach investigates the role of actors in defining them
as changeable problems.

As an interdisciplinary field, the environment and its sociological study requires
a unified vision to examine different objective and subjective levels affecting the
emergence and solution of environmental problems. As such, the constructivist
approach is suitable for its study. The paradigmatic study of this approach gives us
an understanding of its emphasis and sensitivities.

In order to understand the constructivist-interpretive paradigm and its
foundations, the current article analyzes it based on Ritzer's meta-theorizing model.
As said before, meta-theory is used as a tool to analyze and draw the model for the
environmental study based on the constructivist approach. The purpose of the
meta-theory, here, is to familiarize with the cognitive foundations and various
dimensions of approach integrated to environmental issues. With trans-theoretical
study and rethinking in the ontological, epistemological and methodological
positions of this scientific paradigm, the image of the subject under investigation
and its research methods are discovered. Therefore, taking into account the trans-
theoretical nature of the article, the main questions of the research are: What are the
cognitive bases and different dimensions of the attention of constructivist experts in
explaining environmental issues?¢ What is the relationship between these
dimensions in the studied theories?

METHODOLOGY

The current article has a transtheoretical nature. Therefore, in a theoretical
framework provided by studying the ideas of constructivist-interpretive thinkers,
this paradigm is revised with the help of Ritzer's meta-theoretical method. In one of
the meta-theorizing methods, Ritzer considers it a tool for a deeper understanding
of the theory and includes four parts:



1. Internal-intellectual: It focuses on intellectual and cognitive issues within the
sociological domain;

2. Internal-social: It emphasizes the social factors within sociology;

3. External-intellectual: It pays attention to academic approaches outside of
sociology;

4. External-Social: It deals with the relationship between a larger society and
sociological theory (Ritzer, 2014).

In this article, the constructivism-interpretive approach is explained from
internal-intellectual and external-intellectual perspectives. This dimension focuses
on intellectual and cognitive issues inside and outside the field of sociology.

FINDINGS

The study of the intellectual evolution of the constructivist paradigm in classical
and contemporary thoughts shows that the philosophical foundations of this
paradigm are in the thought of those who emphasize the study of the interaction
between objects and subjects. Kant tried to create a relative coordination between
the two currents of rationalism and empiricism. He believed that the mental
structure organizes experimental data in a priori way. The goal of Husserl's
phenomenology is to penetrate various layers that actors create into the real world
in order to find out the basic structure of consciousness.

This school of sociology is based on the viewpoint of thinkers who after taking
their theoretical foundations from philosophy, give it a sociological aspect. Weber
considers sociology as a science that deals with interpretive understanding of social
actions. Thinkers such as Shutes, Berger, and Lagman studied how to build meaning
textures and consider them the outcome of externalization of human experiences.
Social issues and disputes between objectivist and subjectivist approaches in
sociology ultimately provide the grounds for the birth of a constructivist approach.
This point of view is not limited to objective conditions alone rather it is believed
that man understands the world and social issues within it through their mental
capacities.

In environmental sociology, although there are many criticisms of the
constructivist approach by those who adopt a more realistic stance, there are also
many case studies that use this perspective to study the discovery, emergence, and
success in designing environmental problems. Constructivists believe that they need
to pay attention to the social, political and cultural processes, through which,
certain environmental conditions are defined as hazards. Three important centers
of constructivist study of environmental issues, ie. claims, claimants, and the
process of making a claim, have been introduced as important topics in sociology.
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To study the process of making a claim, Hannigan considers the three-stage i.e.
collecting, presenting and criticizing as a useful framework for analyzing
environmental problem constructs and believes that this general pattern of stages is
an ideal type with the feature that stages are not discrete and linear but overlap and
their separation is only an analytical tool. If the claimants want to succeed in
convincing the audience about the problematic conditions, they should classify
those conditions and the people there and create a framework for the problems. The
framework includes a set of categories that are made by claimants to define social
problems and ways to solve them. A key factor for the effectiveness of the
framework is the concept of resonance which is related to a degree of coordination
with social background, stakeholders involved, as well as relative salience of its
constituent elements. More the dimensions of the framework, closer is the culture
of local community and planners and the higher the resonance with the
community.

The constructivist-interpretative paradigm has a comprehensive view on the
emergence and understanding of environmental issues. The thinkers of this school
believe that the claimants succeed in highlighting a problem through environmental
activism at the micro level and influencing the society at both micro and macro
levels. The activity of environmental activists, from collecting and proposing issues
to their conflict at the policy level and requesting the implementation of new laws or
amending previous ones, is influenced by many parameters. Attracting the attention
and legitimizing an environmental issue in the local society is done in a symbolic
interaction of environmental activists with the people. When construction reaches
the level of policy-making, it needs to attract the attention of policy-making and
decision-making bodies. Therefore, the role of power and the relationship with it
are highlighted at macro-management levels.

CONCLUSION

In philosophy, the constructivist-interpretive paradigm is studied at rational levels
of human action and consciousness. Gradually, with changes that were made as a
result of theoretical and critical rethinking in theories, the link between micro and
macro levels was created in most social paradigms, including constructivism one.
Late thinkers of phenomenological theory, which is one of the basic foundations of
constructivism paradigm, extend phenomenological sociology to social structures
and institutions. Since then, they tried to combine individual and social levels. In
sociology, conflicting social issues came up over stigmatization and the criticisms
created a field for the entry of the social constructionist approach. Constructivists
believe that the main topic of sociology of social issues is to discover how these are
defined in the society. With the formation of absolute and textual schools of
constructivism, this approach moved from the state of pure subjectivism to
objectivism. Integrated study and emphasis on textual constructivism are more



prominent in sociological studies of environmental issues. Experts in this field
believe that environmental issues are relative and are understood in different ways.
In addition to the objective manifestations of environmental problems, the way they
are defined by environmentalists, in addition to the impact of macro social factors,
is effective on how to understand these issues and try to solve them. The concept of
cultural resonance means providing frameworks in harmony with the cultural
context in solving the problems, which is another aspect of emphasizing different
levels of social realities. This means the framework that is proposed as an action by
claimants of environmental issues will perform well if it is in harmony with
different social levels.

Therefore, the constructivist-interpretative approach too, like many other
theories, moved towards a unified vision. Thinkers of environmental sociology, in
studying the construction process of environmental issues, emphasize a set of
factors at different levels of social realities. The smallest of these factors includes the
people’s environmental thought and action, and the largest includes
communication with the global environment. Among these two, there are different
phenomenons that influence the creation of environmental issues. On the other
hand, the factors influencing the successful construct of an environmental claim
include a set of subjective parameters such as values and norms as well as objective
parameters such as organizations and environmental groups. A unified paradigm
includes macro objective phenomena such as the global environment, macro mental
structures such as environmental laws, micro objective phenomena such as
environmental interactions, as well as micro mental phenomena such as
environmental beliefs and values of the people in society. In studying the
construction of environmental issues as one of the important topics of
environmental sociology, the attention should be paid to all these levels.

As a suggestion for future researches, it is possible to point to the meta-analysis
of studies conducted in the field of environmental issues as well as their reviews and
criticisms from the perspective of integrated and interdisciplinary or supra-
disciplinary approaches. Such a study in the contemporary world is one of the
important methods of investigation which has seen an increasing trend towards
interdisciplinary approach and hence moving the boundary between sciences is
inevitable.

NOVELTY

The relative compatibility of sociological theories with social realities, the basic
feature of sociology in developed societies, is the result of trans-theoretical studies.
Conducting this type of research in different sociological domains leads to the
emergence of analytical models whose application in experimental studies increase
their credibility and repair weaknesses. Instead of the predominant use of theories
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as the basis of research, a part of the current study focuses on theories by combining
and integrating them thus increasing their effectiveness in examining the social
realities, including environmental issues which are deemed to be important in the
contemporary world.
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