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The Canadian philosopher Ian Hacking has popularized the construct of making people,
i.e., inventing types of people who haven’t before existed (1). No, there’s no Dr.
Frankenstein-like laboratory or Chinese human genome editing or somehow assuming
the role of a life-giving God. Instead, human characteristics—never-before perceived or
perceived with different degrees of salience and quality—are pooled into an overarching
category—a type. And people perceived as manifesting the characteristics—as a figure
to the ground of whatever else they may manifest—have now been made as an
example or exemplar of the type. Thus, these people—this type of person—have never
previously existed in this way. These people and their type accrue currency via social
usage much as through a Wittgensteinian language game (2). These people and their
type become characters in our fantasies about people, in our daily interpersonal lives, of
yet other peoples and types who populate our life world. People labelled as a type uses
it as a guide for their own psychology—external behavior, moral and ethical calculus,
self-identity. As if once being made, these people foster a thick description (3) within
the type, incarnate and metaphysically. But then there’s a psychological drift. People of
a type fall into and wittingly develop characteristics not conceived or perceived as part
of the original type. As it were, the type mutates. Experts and professional
organizations that have sprung forth to explain and pontificate on the type now change
their expectations—their descriptions and inferences—about the type. In turn, people
labelled with the type change their expectations in an iterative, reciprocal interaction that
spirals forth ad infinitum or eventually into a death spiral. At this latter event, that type
of person is unmade, a victim of psychological historicism (4).
How might self-appointed and socially sanctioned experts on people—mental health
professionals, poets, psychologists, clairvoyants, other delvers into the soul—manage
Hacking’s challenge of knowing made people, especially as all people are made?
Three constructs come immediately to mind, two from literary criticism, one from
scientific psychology.
The first literary construct is British poet John Keats’s negative capability also
exemplified by the couplet of the chamber of maiden thought and the burden of mystery
“…capable of being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching
after fact and reason…[towards] a fine isolated verisimilitude caught from the
Penetralium of mystery…the sense of Beauty overcomes every other consideration, or
rather obliterates all consideration…” (5). Negative capability also was employed by the
British psychoanalyst Wilfred Bion connoting an attitude of openness of mind “… the
ability to tolerate the pain and confusion of not knowing, rather than imposing readymade or omnipotent certainties upon an ambiguous situation or emotional challenge...”
(6).
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The second literary construct is American poet T.S. Eliot’s objective correlative
connoting “…expressing emotion by finding …a set of objects, a situation, a chain of
events which shall be the formula of that particular emotion; such that when the external
facts, which must terminate in sensory experience, are given, the emotion is
immediately evoked…” (7). Although Eliot was focused on invoking emotion in an
audience, the objective correlative can apply to knowing the made person by that
person and others.
The scientific psychological term is empathy—it’s two main definitions knowing what
someone is feeling and feeling what that someone is feeling. Unfortunately, these
definitions and associated psychological research do not definitively bear on knowing
how to know. This seems to be the case even as there are efforts to develop and
assess explicit metacognitive interventions during virtual human experiences to teach
and develop empathetic communication skills in medias res (8).
Enmeshed in making made people, the experts must be at best agnostic as to whether
they can know anything at all. How different is this than Wittgenstein’s "…whereof one
cannot speak, thereof one must be silent" (9) ?
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