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Are Social Constructs Fictions? Odd Terminology in Harari's Sapiens
Martin F. Fricke (Mexico City, Mexico)

Abstract

In his Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind, Yuval Harari claims that humans are able to
cooperate in large numbers because they share common beliefs in fictions or “things that do
not exist at all”. Examples of these fictions are religious doctrines, nations, laws, justice and
money. In my paper, I argue that Harari is right to point out the importance of social
constructs, entities that depend for their existence on the beliefs of the members of a society,
for cooperation. But he is wrong to characterise social constructs as fictions or imagined
realities. Doing so makes it difficult to distinguish between real social constructs and social
constructs that are fictitious or merely imagined. Harari tries to remedy this problem calling
fictitious social constructs lies; but this suggestion unhelpfully associates mere fictions or
imaginings with deceptive intent.

A central claim in Yuval Harari’s first bestseller, Sapiens: A Brief History of
Humankind (2014), is that humans are distinguished from all other animals by
their ability to talk about fictions, “things that do not exist at all” (Harari 2014:
27). Harari thinks that this ability is crucial for “large-scale human
cooperation” (Harari 2014: 30) of thousands of inhabitants in cities or even
hundreds of millions in empires. Such cooperation among large numbers of
strangers is possible if they believe in “common myths” (ibid.). What are these
myths? Harari mentions belief in religious doctrines, belief in the existence of
a nation, of a homeland and a flag and belief in the existence of laws, justice,
human rights and money. Shared belief in the value of money, for example,
creates trust necessary for strangers to trade with each other. Another
example are limited liability companies. They exist only because people
believe that they exist, not as physical objects. But despite being only legal
fictions, they are important for the functioning of the modern economy.

Yet none of these things exist outside the stories that people invent and tell
one another. There are no gods in the universe, no nations, no money, no
human rights, no laws, and no justice outside the common imagination of
human beings. (Harari 2014: 31)

What is striking about Harari’s claims is not, it seems to me, the suggestion
that the cooperation of large numbers of humans depends on certain common
beliefs. Rather, what surprises is his claim that these beliefs are beliefs in
things that do not exist at all; in other words, that they are beliefs in fictions.
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While contemporary readers might agree with a certain scepticism about the
existence of gods, it seems odd to deny the existence of nations, money, or
laws. To say that they do not exist at all or are fictions seems mistaken or, at
least, in need of clarification.

Harari provides some clarification of his claim that the entities mentioned in
the previous paragraph “do not exist at all”. He seems to mean that they are
not physical objects: the limited liability company Peugeot SA, for example,
“can’t be pointed at; it is not a physical object. But it exists as a legal
entity.” (Harari 2014: 32) Here the idea seems to be that to exist, in a full sense,
is to be a physical object that can be pointed at. A physical object could be
defined as one that figures in physical theories; or, more traditionally, as an
object with spatial location, extension, and solidity (cf. Cassam 1997: 2f.). Either
way, nations, money, or laws clearly do not fall under this category and so do
not exist in this sense. Nevertheless, Harari seems to admit that they exist in a
looser sense, for example as legal entities. Elsewhere, he says that humans live
“in a dual reality. On the one hand, the objective reality of rivers, trees and
lions; and on the other hand, the imagined reality of gods, nations and
corporations.” (Harari 2014: 36) He even recognises the imagined reality to
have become “evermore powerful, so that today the very survival of rivers,
trees and lions depends on the grace of imagined entities such as the United
States and Google.” (Ibid.) It is not clear to me that this position is entirely
coherent. If a reality is only imagined (“a figment of our collective
imagination” [Harari 2014: 32]) and does not exist at all, how can it be
powerful in our true reality? And if this is only metaphorical talk, how is it to
be translated into a description of physical reality?

Whatever answers Harari might have in mind to these questions, it seems to
me a mistake to characterise the above entities as fictions. He says that the
objects in question “are known in academic circles as ‘fictions’, ‘social
constructs’, or ‘imagined realities’ (Harari 2014: 35). However, while it is true
that all three terms are used in academic circles with similar meanings, it
seems to me that this is a mistake. We should distinguish social constructs, on
the one hand, from fictions and imagined realities, on the other. The reason is
that it seems plausible to say that social constructs can be either real or
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fictitious; and also that they can be either real or imagined. If we conflate
social constructs with fictions and imagined realities, it becomes impossible to
make these distinctions with respect to social constructs.

According to some philosophers, elements of social reality exist because and in
so far as people believe or accept that they exist. They depend for their
existence on people’s beliefs (Searle 1995). For instance, a judge is a judge
because people accept the laws that define the requirements for becoming a
judge and they accept the judge’s rulings as valid and only revisable through
certain procedures. These elements of social reality are often called social
constructs. Thus, social constructs, and social reality in general, are belief-
dependent. They do not exist independently of people’s beliefs in the way
physical objects exist.

Does this mean that social constructs are fictions? It seems to me that it does
not; for social constructs can either be real or fictitious. Let’s take Harari’s
example of the limited liability company. Before the legislation was passed
which makes it possible to create such companies and before someone took
advantage of this legislation and created such a company, they did not exist
and were not real. However, some intelligent person might nevertheless have
written a fictional account of a society in which it was possible to create a
limited liability company and in which people took advantage of this
possibility and did create such companies. These would have been fictional
limited liability companies, since they would not have existed in the real
world, only in fiction. Both a fictional and a real limited liability company are
social constructs. They exist only because people believe that they exist. But it
seems plausible to say that only one of them is a fiction and only one of them is
real. If we insist on calling all such companies fictions, we cannot draw this
distinction.

Likewise, we might imagine a society in which it is possible to enter a marriage
of up to three people of the same or different sexes. Such a marriage would be
a social construct, but it would only be an imagined reality, not part of the real
world. In the real world, marriage is also a social construct, but — at least in
Kirchberg - it involves only two people. The difference between the two cases
is that the first type of marriage is an imagined social construct or an imagined
reality, while the second is a real social construct. If we characterise all
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marriages as imagined realities, it becomes impossible to distinguish between
the two cases.

So while it might make sense to call at least some of the constituents of the
social world social constructs, because unlike physical objects, they are
dependent on people’s beliefs, it seems to me that we should not call them
fictions or imagined realities, because this would make it impossible to
distinguish between the real social world and a fictitious or an imagined one.

Harari tries to solve this problem with his terminology by distinguishing
between lying and sincere belief: If we talk about what I called a fictitious or
an imagined social construct, we are lying, according to Harari. By contrast,
talk about what I called real social constructs is based on sincere belief.

An imagined reality is not a lie. [...] Unlike lying, an imagined reality is
something that everyone believes in, and as long as this communal belief
persists, the imagined reality exerts force in the world. [...] Some sorcerers
are charlatans, but most sincerely believe in the existence of gods and
demons. Most millionaires sincerely believe in the existence of money and
limited liability companies. (Harari 2014: 35)

Is this a reasonable solution to the terminological problem? It is a solution of
sorts because at least it allows to distinguish between social constructs that are
real and those that are not. Both might be imagined realities or fictions, in
Harari’s terminology; but the second ones are also lies. However, this is a
solution with flaws. First, to say that all social constructs are fictions or
figments of our imagination suggests that our real social world somehow lacks
reality, that it “does not exist at all”. This might be a spectacular claim useful
for writing a bestseller, but it is also disingenuous if all we want to say is that
social constructs depend for their existence on certain shared beliefs and
acceptances in a society. Belief-dependent objects are no less real than physical
objects. They merely have different persistence conditions.

The second flaw is that this terminology associates what we ordinary call
fiction or imaginings with lying. As Harari himself explains, someone who lies
lacks sincerity. She tries to deceive her listeners. But this is an inadequate
characterisation of those who — as we ordinarily would say — write fiction.
Garcia Marquez writes about things that do not exist in his novels. But his isn’t
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to say that he is trying to deceive us. He simply writes fiction, rather than
trying to give an objective description of reality. Likewise, it is often a useful
exercise to imagine a world that does not (yet) exist. We can try to imagine
what it would be like if everyone enjoyed a universal basic income. Would this
be a good thing or a bad thing? Such counterfactual reasoning can be seen as a
way of discovering what is possible in the real world (Williamson 2007). Yet it
seems that Harari would have to say that it is based on lies, on intents of
deception. This would seem an odd characterisation of such reasoning,
especially given that the only reason he has for making it is his desire to
declare that social constructs are merely imagined and somehow lack reality.

To sum up. Harari make the plausible claim that large numbers of humans can
only cooperate if they share common beliefs, which help to constitute their
social reality. He makes the further claim that the social constructs which
depend on these common beliefs are merely fictions or imagined realities and
as such “do not exist at all”. Although he qualifies the “not existing at all” claim
somewhat, it is at least terminologically awkward to characterise social
constructs as fictions or imagined realities, because it makes it difficult to
distinguish between social constructs that are real in our social realities and
social constructs that are fictitious or merely imagined, such as in
counterfactual reasoning. Harari tries to remedy the problem by
distinguishing between sincerely believed social constructs and lies about
them. But this only creates further problems, as it suggests that social reality
does not exist at all and associates what we ordinarily know as fiction and
imagining with deceptive lying. We can avoid all these problems by not taking
social constructs to be mere fictions or imagined realities.
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