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Karl Popper’s Falsificationism

Popper’s Views on Natural and Social Science is one of the exceptions; the second
part of the book is a summary of Popper's philosophy of social science and gives
a comprehensive overview of how others criticized, adopted or adjusted his views.
Simkin's strength lies in elaborating the link between Popper’s views and that of
some leading economists, but the drawback of his approach is that, as a one-time
colleague of Popper and a lifelong friend, he remains uncritical of Popper’s views.
In contrast, Gregory Currie and Alan Musgrave's edited collection, Popper and the
Human Sciences, contains some critical contributions. The large bulk of the arti-
cles in that book focus on Popper’s political theory, but Alan Chalmers's and Peter
Urbach’s articles tackle issues in the philosophy of the social sciences. The link
between Popper and economics is further developed in Neil de Marchi's edited
collection The Popperian Legacy in Economics. Popper’s criticisms of Marxism
provoked a long-drawn-out controversy, and Maurice Cornforth’s The Open Phi-
losophy and the Open Society is a cogent defence of Marx's theory of society
against Popper's fierce criticisms.

A

Critical Realism

Introduction

With the demise of logical positivism and critical rationalism in the second
half of the twentieth century, both the natural and the social sciences faced a
philosophical vacuum. There were, schematically speaking, two responses to
this void. Some philosophers accentuated what they saw as the relativist impli-
cations of Kuhn’s work. They maintained that the pursuit of the successful
scientific method is a wild-goose chase, something that can never be achieved
successfully. Their point was not that positivism and falsificationism were
misguided about the nature of this method; rather it is simply a Sisyphean task
to try to establish this universal algorithm in the first place. This view was
introduced by Paul Feyerabend in his provocative Against Method and, sub-
sequently, articulated more subtly by Richard Rorty.! Others dismissed this
position as unnecessarily defeatist and dangerously irrational. While they
agreed that logical atomism and falsificationism were flawed, they maintained
that it is still worthwhile to attempt to make explicit the method which most
successful scientific activities, in the social or natural sciences, have in
common._ i i ies of science asked the right question; they
answered it wrongly. They were right to pursue the issue of demarcation
between science and non-science, but they were mistaken about how to go
about finding those boundaries.

Taking the latter position was braver than might appear at first glance. Faced
with both the recurrent failures of subsequent forms of naturalism and the
early signs of a postmodernist bandwagon, it was quite audacious to postu-
late that there is a single method of inquiry after all, one that it is applicable
to both social and natural sciences. So when, from the 1970s onwards, some
academics, presenting themselves as realists or critical realists, tried to salvage
the naturalist project while taking on board that knowledge is a social con-
struct, it was, indeed, a bold step to make, and one worthy of careful consid-
eration. Not that it has received a lot of coverage since its arrival. Or, more
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precisely, it did, but not in mainstream philosophical circles. Although criti-
cal realism is by any account a philosophical doctrine, most strait-laced
philosophers have been remarkably indifferent to it. With its attention to social
theory and its penchant for holistic reasoning, critical realism was regarded
as well outside the contours of mainstream analytical philosophy. It did catch
the attention of sociologists, and also, more unexpectedly, of a group of his-
torians, social psychologists and economists. Sociologists felt that realism, in
contrast to logical positivism or critical rationalism, represented more vera-
ciously the methods which they employed. Also, the realist attention to social
theory struck a chord with the sociological community, especially because
some of the realist views on social theory, such as the transformational model
of social action, were remarkably close to significant theoretical developments
within sociology.” In particular, critical realism provided a philosophical base
for those sociologists who had been schooled in Marxist structuralism or in
evolutionary theory. The impact of realism in the other disciplines has been
more moderate. Influenced by the Annales School, some historians saw
realism as a foundation for their non-positivist approach that breaks with the
histoire événementielle (the history of events or of great personalities who
shaped the past). Several psychologists regarded realism as a base for a new
methodology that treats people as self-steering and rule-employing individu-
als; others used it to defend psychoanalysis. Finally, heterodox economists see
realism as a philosophical support for their disenchantment with mainstream
economics and its preoccupation with quantification, deductivism and
econometrics.

Critical realism has not been around for very long. Among the intellectual
ancestors of the movement are Mary Hesse and Rom Harré. By the early
1960s, they had drawn attention away from Hempel’s logical deductive view
of scientific theories and pointed instead at the role of models and analogies.’
Harré has since moved away from his early commitment to realism, is increas-
ingly showing affinity with a social constructivist and discursivist agenda for
the social sciences, and has of late distanced himself from what he calls the
‘critical realist crowd’.* Roy Bhaskar, initially Harré’s pupil, wrote two texts
that are now considered to be cornerstones of the critical realist doctrine. They
are A Realist Theory of Science, first published in 1975, and The Possibility
of Naturalism, which came out four years later.” The former develops a tran-
scendental argument to promote a realist approach to science; the latter uses
this philosophy to discuss the nature of social science. Around the same time
Russell Keat and John Urry wrote Social Theory as Science with similar ideas
to Bhaskar’s. Since the 1980s a number of social scientists have further devel-
oped these ideas, among whom are Margaret Archer and Ted Benton in social
theory, Derek Layder, Peter Manicas, Andrew Sayer and William Outhwaite
in the philosophy of the social sciences, Tony Lawson in the methodology of
economics and Christopher Lloyd in history.” Gradually, aligned contributions
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to the philosophy of science, such as those of Nancy Cartwright, were inte-
grated within a critical realist framework. In psychology early work by Harré
and Paul Secord attempted to merge realist philosophical insights with a
Wittgensteinian social psychology; later D. Will would use critical realism to
defend psychoanalysis against positivist criticisms.® From the mid-1980s
onwards, critical realists such as Roy Bhaskar and Andrew Collier explained
how their doctrine is a philosophical platform for a Marxist view of society;
others followed on from this and argued that critical realism is a plausible
base for a feminist critique.® Around the same time, a group of scholars around
Harré started to explore the link between his realist agenda and a selectionist
theory of social change.'” A similar evolutionary research programme also
underscores Geoff Hodgson’s contributions to economics and David Harvey’s
to sociology; both tried to merge insights from chaos and complexity theory
with critical realism.” In the course of the last decade Bhaskar extended his
project by elaborating on the relationship between realism, dialectics and,
more controversially, Eastern philosophy.'? This latest journey has to some
extent split the critical realist camp: some disciples regard his From East to
West as a deviation from the original creed, while others are more sympa-
thetic.'® But this does not mean that critical realism is facing a crisis. Since
the early 1990s a Centre for Critical Realism has been founded, and an annual
conference is being held. The realist position is well represented in academic
journals, especially (though certainly not exclusively) the Journal of Social
Behaviour and the Cambridge Journal of Economics. If anything, critical
realism seems very much in the ascendant.

In spite of Bhaskar’s esoteric language, it is not difficult to see the appeal
critical realism has had for social researchers. The new creed purports to estab-
lish social research as a scientific endeavour, in many respects on a par with
the natural sciences, and it manages to do so without relying on a heavily dis-
credited deductive-nomological outlook.! As a matter of fact, it does so while
providing a long overdue cogent critique of positivist epistemology, and, sig-
nificantly, one that avoids the looming spectre of relativism. In contrast with
poststructuralism, which conceives of knowledge as forever entangled in (and
unable to transcend) intricate power relations, critical realism reaffirms the
emancipatory status of the social sciences. If properly conceived (i.e., carried
out according to realist principles), the social sciences not only provide Su-
perior explanatory devices, but also help free people from previous con-
straints. They may not be a sufficient condition for emancipation but they

el

are necessary for it. So critical realism asserts both the scientific and the crit-
ical potential of social research, and therefore provides a welcome boost for
the morale of social researchers, especially at a time when their activities have
come under criticism. In addition, critical realism seems to confirm what
a lot of social scientists are already doing. With the exception of highly
descriptive forms of research and possibly mainstream economics, there are
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remarkably few pieces of empirical social research that are not somehow
endorsed by the realist perspective. Structural Marxism is rehabilitated; so is
psychoanalysis.'® After being treated as a poor second to the natural sciences,
now the social sciences are told that many of their practitioners have been
getting it right anyway.

Realism, reality and causality

The first question that needs to be addressed is in what sense, if at all, is criti-
| realism ‘realist’. It is realist in both a strong and a weak sense of the word.
It is realist in a weak sense in that it assumes that there is an external reality
that exists independently of people’s descriptions, and, in particular, of the
conditions under which people gain access to it. It is realist in a strong sense
in that it assumes that scientists are, in principle, able to gain access to this
reality, though critical realists acknowledge that scientists can be mistaken in
their assertions on this score. So, for critical realists, it is blatantly erroneous
to say that there is no such thing as reality, or to argue that we cannot pos-
sibly gain access to it. It is equally misleading to regard theories as merely
instrumental devices or acts of rhetoric. Those statements are, for critical real-
ists, unfortunate shades of the spectre of postmodernism, a doctrine which
most of them despise vehemently."” The realism advocated by critical realists
is a metaphysical or transcendental one in that it tries to assess what the nature
of reality must be for successful scientific, experimental practices to be pos-
sible. In this respect realists are indebted to Immanuel Kant’s treatment of
David Hume’s empirical stance. Kant agreed with Hume that all scientific
knowledge ought to be based on sense experience, but he continued with a
transcendental argument by asking what a priori categories must exist for a
coherent explanation of sense experience to be possible. Note that critical real-
ists turn Kant’s reasoning upside down: the realist question ‘what must reality
be like for science to be possible?’ is substituted for the idealist “what must
the categories be like for science to be possible?” While there are a few criti-
cal realists who take a more overtly Kantian position,'® most of them would
indeed side with Bhaskar when he describes his transcendental argument as
distinct from Kant’s idealism. They would point out that they avoid what they
describe as the ‘epistemic fallacy’ — that is, the assumption that ontological
issues can be reduced to epistemological ones."” Rather than arguing that what
we can know to exist depends on what We can know, realists advise that we
infer what the world must be like from the existence of scientific knowledge.
In short, critical realists pride themselves on avoiding the pitfalls of both
radical empiricism, according to which reality can only be attributed to enti-

ties that are immediately accessible to observation, and transcendental ideal-
an
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ism, according to which reality is only accessible to people as an individual \
or social construction.*

To validate their realist credentials critical realists draw a distinction
between ‘transitive’ and ‘intransitive’ objects of knowledge.” Transitive
objects of knowledge are like Aristotle’s ‘material causes’, tools available to
the researcher, such as previously established facts, or antecedent methods and

theories.- Intransitive 0bjects refer to the ‘real’ events, structures and mecha-

‘nisms thatmake up the world. Examples are planet rotations, molecular struc-

tures, fertility rates and suicide patterns. They all exist independent of people’s
knowledge of them.”” Bhaskar then points out an interesting asymmetry. While
it is possible to conceive of the existence of intransitive objects without
people’s knowledge of them, it is infeasible to envisage the production of
knowledge about intransitive objects without the use of transitive objects. Sci-
entists indeed rely on formerly established cognitive tools in that they regu-
larly employ analogies with and models of familiar phenomena to account for

:o«w_osom._uo_.wsmﬁwnolo,..a_o%.n:.ncmmmo:rmm@mmmﬁmm:.mﬁaﬂzaname
hydraulic model or society in evolutionary terms. It is now possible to
rephrase the differences between critical realism on the one hand and tran-
scendental idealism and empiricism on the other. Critical realism is at vari-

ance with transcendental idealism in taking the objects of knowledge t be

infransitive s opposed 1o transitive, and it opposes empiricism in treating

—— o

the intransitive realm as layered, not simply limited to the instantly observ-

able. In other words, while transcendental idealism erroneously dowinplays
the fact that there is a reality unmediated by cognitive or discursive practices,
empiricism fails to attribute reality to those layers that are not immediately
observable.

Realists react against what they describe as a ‘Humean conception of
causality’.?> I will not discuss the extent to which the realist depiction of a
‘Humean concept of causality’ corresponds to Hume’s concept of causality.
Suffice it to say that this is a point of contention, and that even some self-
proclaimed realists doubt whether Bhaskar’s depiction of Hume as an
anti-realist is correct.”* Let us for the sake of argument follow Bhaskar’s
reconstruction. According to Bhaskar’s depiction, the Humean view assumes
that the empirical content of a statement concerning a causal relation is merely
a-statem € regular succession of events or states of affairs of one

type (the cause) by events or states of affairs of another type (the effect e
Concretely, the observation of regular conjunctions between two discrete
events is both sufficient and necessary to claim that there is a causal rela-
tionship between the two. People might invoke mechanisms to account for
how the regularities are brought about, but this is only because of people’s
psychological disposition, not a move that can rationally be defended. This
explains why the Humean notion of causality is sometimes referred to as the

‘regularity theory’ of causality or the ‘successionist view’ % It stipulates that
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whenever event (or states of affairs) x occurs then event (or states of affairs)
//I\./dﬁn—% a probabilistic form, y is likely to occur. From a realist point
of view, the Humean notion of causality is flawed for various reasons. First
and mSoEOmrﬂ@.__.mI: esof this kind are extremely rare in nature. They tend
to occur ﬁ.m:,x .Gnﬁ.@hE such as the solar system. Closed systems are
characterized by internal and external closure, the former referring to the
absence of any changes to the internal workings of the system, the latter to
stability in the relationship between the system and factors that may interfere
with its workings. While these conditions can be created artificially, they are

s rarely met in reality. This would impel Humean philosophers to take the out-

| landish position that there are hardly any laws (besides those of astronomy)
or, worse, that there are no laws, outside closed systems. To take the former
position is to question the value of science. To take the latter implies a con-
tradiction in terms because laws are, by definition, universal.”’

Furthermore, this Humean view of causality conflates description and
explanation: a causal explanation ought to go beyond the mere observational
level and account for how the observed regularities were produced. Another
way of expressing this is to say that the Humean notion of causality makes it
difficult to distinguish between accidental and necessary regularities or, in W.
E. Johnson’s terminology, between ‘universals of law’ and ‘universals of fact’.

{Accounting for how the regularities have been produced necessitates hinting
at mechanisms, structures or powers that generate the regularities; and, cru-
cially, these mechanisms do not have to be immediately observable. This gen-
erative theory relies on a notion of ‘natural necessity’, which explains change
or stability of phenomena in terms of their intrinsic features.”® Take, for
instance, the case of a rock breaking glass. It is possible to argue that the rock
caused the glass to break, and indeed whenever a rock hits glass it tends to
break. But realists insist that the glass broke because of its internal structure.
From a realist point of View, to account for the impact of e 1o point
out the molecular make-up of the glass, and the rock merely tri ggered off the

mechanism. Of course, powers or mechanisms are potentialities that are not
necessarily exercised, and it is not the case that exercised poWers are always
mani i ome. That is why laws are interpreted normically and
scientific statements as ‘transfactual’ — not counterfactual.?® That is, the laws
indicate not what would happen, but what actually is happening although pos-
sibly not immediately observable. They are actualized in the laboratory or
other closed systems, but may rnot be reflected in a regular sequence.*’ For
critical realists, therefore, constant conjunctions are neither necessary nor suf-
ficient to talk about a scientific law.

Based on their transcendental argument, realists subscribe to what they coin
a stratified notion of reality. This notion attributes reality to three distinct

levels or domains.”' The domain of the actual refers to_the > patterns of events

it

that take place, whereas the realm of the empirical refers to people’s percep-
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tions or observations of these events. For instance, unemployment, produc-
tivity, suicide or mortality rates are t0 be found at the level of the actu I, but
tReir ieasureiients by social scientists belong to the empirical realm. It is the
third-level, iowever, that acquires importance in the critical reatisrereed, for
it ties in with the latter’s view of the scientific objects as not only imtransitive
but also structured. While the intransitive nature of reality means that scien-

tific objects exist independently of people (infra), realists also talk sm.@wwhﬁwo
‘structured’ nature of reality, meaning that the scientific Taws designate. not
events, but underlying mechanisms that exercise powers. The domain of the
real refers precisely to the underlying structures or mechanisms that generate
events. Mechanisms operate in various scientific areas. lake a psychologist
‘Who Téfers to the death instinct, a linguist to a linguistic mHEoEHo.MEa a soci-
ologist to society’s tendency to equilibrium. These are underlying mecha-
nisms; none of them is immediately observable, but each is alleged to be real
and to affect the surface level. Two qualifications ought to be made. First, to
postulate this philosophical ontology is not to make any ooE«EHEoE to a sCi-
entific ontology. That is, while this philosophical ontology stipulates the exis-
tence of mechanisms and structures beneath the observable surface, it does
not specify further the precise nature of these entities. To speculate about 50.5
is the task of the various sciences — not philosophy. Second, from the realist
conviction that there is an intransitive dimension to science (that is, that mech-
anisms exist independent of people” s knowledge of them) it does not follow

that every scientific attempt to uncover the real necessarily leads to valid
assertions regarding the nature of the underlying mechanisms or structures.
Nor does it necessarily follow that theories are becoming increasingly iso-
morphic with reality. Realists are fallibilists in that they mowzoi_wama Hrm.r
however persuasive the evidence provided, a scientist or a community of sci-
entists can hold erroneous beliefs about their research object.”
The stratified notion of reality postulates the possibility of a lack of syn-
chrony between the three levels. So the realm of the actual might be .wmmwm
\ sync with the empirical in the case that people’s perceptions or observations
/ do not match the events. Or, alternatively, the actual and the deep might be
out of sync, for instance when other structures counteract the effect of a par-
ticular structure, which is therefore not manifest in any outcome. This tends
to happen in open systems, where various generative mechanisms interfere
with one another.”> Most systems found in nature are open, and therefore the
actual and the deep are frequently out of sync with each other. Scientists .oﬁob
artificially create relatively closed systems in order to identify a particular
underlying mechanism. They use experiments to control for the other mech-
anisms that otherwise would have intervened, and by doing so they are able
to test hypotheses regarding the nature and effect of the mechanisms under
investigation. But outside these artificial settings, systems tend to be open,
other mechanisms are interfering, and it follows that a perfectly adequate
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explanation does not necessarily imply the ability to predict. The postulate of
symmetry between explanation and prediction (the belief that to explain is to
@8&2 and vice versa) is therefore to be abandoned.* For instance, take a
falling leaf, which obeys the law of gravity. According to the law of WSSQ
the leaf would fall to earth in a straight line according to the parameters mom
out in &o law. In reality, the leaf is unlikely to fall in this way because other
mechanisms, such as aerodynamic forces, are counteracting the gravitational
pull.*® This example shows that there is a lack of synchrony between the
underlying mechanism (gravitational pull) and the observable manifestations
at the m.:i,moo level. It also shows that, because of the openness of the system
(the wxaﬁo:oo of other mechanisms that interfere with the effect of the law of
gravity), knowledge about the existence of the law of gravity does not allow
for accurate predictions. While this may not apply to a closed system such as
. Em.. solar system, it does apply to most systems, the social system certainly
_) being one of nrn.a. Because people have genuine choice, social systems are
open systems. It is therefore not surprising that economists have been remark-
,_NE% unsuccessful in discovering event regularities. Because choice is real
| knowledge of the workings of the social realm does not guarantee E@&oﬁ?m
\power. Again, testimony of this is the recurrent failure of economics to estab-
lish itself as a predictive science.*

Creative scientists at work

m@\ philosophies of science systematically explore creativity, the process by
which scientists proceed to develop novel theories or theories about previ-
ously unexplored phenomena. Realists are a welcome exception in this regard.
It rm.m already been mentioned that they pay attention to the social structure
o.m science and, in particular, to the fact that scientists employ previously estab-
lished facts and theories in order to explain new phenomena. This brings the
Mﬂn._.wm.ﬁ notion of ‘retroduction’ to the foreground. Retroduction sums up the
way in which knowledge depends on ‘knowledge-like antecedents’.> Distinct
from both iduction and deduction, it indicates the process by which
n@mmﬁosnam account for new phenomena through analogies with phenomena
with which they are already familiar. By doing So, the scientist endeavours to
uncover mechanisms, structures and powers underneath the instantly observ-
mEo surface level. For instance, Darwin’s evolutionary theory was based on
mwlgm\mﬁaoaomao breeding and Malthus’s theory of population, while
5.8@ insights into biological evolution, in turn, allowed Durkheim, in The
Division of Labour, to develop his theory of societal change. Or, drawing upon
Em work of Jakobson, Claude Lévi-Strauss employed analogies with linguis-
tic structures to account for non-linguistic, social phenomena such as myths
or kinship. More recently, Niklas Luhmann employed insights from Maturana
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and Varela’s autopoesis, initially a theory from biology, to account for the self-
referential nature of society. Through retroduction theoretical entities are
invoked, the reality of which can be inferred from the observation of their
effects. For instance, although it is not possible to observe electricity as such,
it can be detected through an electroscope. Likewise, radioactive materials can
be identified through a Geiger ¢ =

e prescriptive dimension of critical realism is now coming to the fore-
ground. Scientific theories ought to indicate deeper mechanisms that go well
beyond the Humean surface level. Theories ought not to be seen as simply
logico-deductive devices; they are the outcome of a creative process in which
the unfamiliar is apprehended through analogies with the familiar. Scientists
ought subsequently to use empirical research to test the existence and causal
power of the alleged mechanisms. Besides empirical validity, however,
Bhaskar and Lawson suggest another criterion to decide between theories: that
of explanatory power. Scientists ought to prefer theories with high explana-
tory power instead of those with less. There is some dispute among critical
realists as to what explanatory power means, but most would agree that it
indicates how wide a range of significant empirical phenomena has been
‘accounted for’, ‘illuminated’ or ‘covered’.* The wider the range, the greater
is the explanatory power, and the greater the explanatory power, the more
desirable is the theory. So, a theory T, is preferable over T, if and only if T,
manages to explain most phenomena explained by T, plus some other signif-
icant phenomena that T, does not manage to explain. There is some ambigu-
ity as to what ‘most’ and ‘significant’ mean in the previous sentence,* but
the gist of the argument is clear: theories with a broader scope are preferable.
As far as the social sciences are concerned, this prescription is not inconse-
quential. Whereas Popper regarded the all-encompassing nature of the theo-
ries of Marx and Freud with great suspicion, Bhaskar et al. consider the very
same feature as a plus. This is not to say that critical realists necessarily wish
to abandon the falsifiability criterion. Empirical testing remains a central
methodological theme, and from this most critical realists would infer that
theories ought to be empirically refutable. In practice, however, they seem
less concerned about falsifiability (or, indeed, degrees of falsifiability) than
about explanatory power.

As mentioned before, many critical realists are practising social scientists.
Among self-declared critical realists are various economists, geographers,
psychologists, historians and sociologists. This is maybe not surprising
because initially critical realist philosophy had paid a lot of attention to social
science and social theory, and in turn social scientists contributed to the realist
doctrine. In contrast with several philosophers of science, such as Popper or
Lakatos, whose knowledge of the social sciences is minimal and, if existent,
limited to economics, Bhaskar and fellow realists have a sophisticated under-
standing of both the practice of social science and the theoretical and method-
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oEmmom_ considerations that accompany it. Their philosophy is meant to be a
guide for the social rather than the natural sciences. Like Popper, however,
critical realists defend a naturalist position. They want to demonstrate that, mm
seme level, the social and the natural sciences employ the same method, and

that therefore the idea of social science is not a fiction. Their point is that most

——

msm_,:mmﬁm:ma, such as Peter Winch, have made the crucial mistake of adopt-
Ing a positivist view of science. Realists acknowledge that social researchers

do not operate in a positivist fashion, but insist that natural scientists do not

“either. So Winch is ri poi larity notion o sality i
S So Win his :mﬁﬁo oint out Emﬂ.ﬂro Wmim:a\ notion of causality is
1 social research but wrong in taking 1t as intrinisic {0 the practice of
natural science. Once a realist notion of science is substituted for the _posi-

fivistone, a qualified naturalism becomes a distinct possibility. Like the
T T O e e e s A

i s : uncover underlying social
structures or mechanisms to account for observed ‘demi-regularities . Demi-

regularities or ‘partial regularities” are imperfect patterns, but patterns never-
theless. Wi tend to be paid le r the same kind of work’ or
:.E,d.mmm_.am commit suicide more than Catholics’ are examples of demi-
.H@m:_mnamm. They are typical of open systems, in which various mechanisms
Eﬁ%ﬁ.@.ég each other and in which perfect regularities are scarce. Demi-
mm,.u ularities allude to the existence of a mechanism or. indeed, of several ~mmml?
anisms.”' I mentioned a qualified naturalism voommmm.wmmW_mMH.m.o:wwoé_oammm
three differences between the social and the natural sciences. As opposed to

natural structures, social structures do not exist independently of the activi-

ties they affect, nor do they exist independently of people’s conceptions. They
are also subject to change to a far greater extent than natural structures.* It
would also be an error to interpret Bhaskar’s naturalist outlook as a carte
Emcoro for reductionism, as if the social realm can be interpreted in natural
science terms. Like Durkheim and Boutroux, critical realists tend to assume
that, while laws applicable to more simple domains of reality also affect more
ooEEax ones, the latter cannot be reduced to aggregates of the former. Every
domain has a complexity of its own that cannot be captured simply by laws
of a lesser order. As much as it would be a gross error to reduce the biologi-
om.: world to the workings of chemicals; or the chemical to physical mecha-
nisms, there are emergent properties to the social that cannot be addressed
by any combination of the other sciences. Bhaskar’s holistic outlook also
wxo_camm individualistic explanations because they too fail to pay sufficient
Jjustice to the exclusivity of the social.

Contributions to social theory

Omﬂom_ ammma. such as Bhaskar also contribute to social theory. They try to
avoid both societal determinism and voluntarism. The former downplays the
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role of human agency; the latter makes the opposite error. Both have in
common that they erroneously oppose society and agency as if social struc-
tures preclude agency. For Bhaskar society is a precondition, not an impedi-
ment, for agency. In turn people’s agency makes for the reproduction and
transformation of society. Bhaskar calls this ‘the transformational model of
social action’ according to which social structure is both the medium and the
output of people’s agency.” There is thus no creation de novo: like sculptors,
only able to create something out of the materials available to them, individ-
uals can only exercise agency by relying on structure. In Aristotelian terms,
the individual acts as efficient cause and structure is material cause. Think of
the sculptor again: the artist, not the clay, is able to initiate activity but the
kind of clay that is being used affects the shape of what is being produced.”
To what extent this contribution is innovative is a different matter, especially
given that some realists acknowledge that other theorists expressed remark-
ably similar views earlier.* Those who are familiar with Giddens’s structura-
tion theory may have noticed that the transformational model resembles his
‘duality of structure’, according to which structure is both medium and un-
intended outcome of people’s actions.*® Like Giddens, critical realists tend to
portray people as continuously monitoring themselves and able to do so
because of tacit, practical knowledge about the workings of social life.*’ So,
for Lawson, besides the discursive conscious and the unconscious realm, the
mind operates at a tacit level as well, also referred to as the level of practical
consciousness, and it is precisely the complex interplay between this tacit
dimension and self-monitoring that accounts for the unintended reproduction
of structures. It should be added, though, that not all realists are as sympa-
thetic to Giddens’s theory as Lawson is. For instance, Margaret Archer’s mor-
phogenetic approach implies a strong criticism of Giddens and, indeed, a
milder one of Bhaskar. Pace Giddens’s focus on the synchronic reproduction
of structures, Archer points out that, while structure predates agency, struc-
tural elaboration or reproduction post-dates people’s actions. As opposed to
Giddens’s fallacy of ‘central conflation’, Archer makes an effort to distinguish
clearly structural conditions and people’s agencies, and the lapse of time is
central to her account of change and transformation of society. ‘Structure nec-
essarily predates the action(s) which transform it.” Also, she pays particular
attention to how different structures will set different conditions and therefore
lead to different effects.

There is another difference with Giddens’s structuration theory. Influenced
partly by the later Wittgenstein, Giddens’s notion of social structure refers to
shared rules and resources that are recursively implicated in people’s activi-
ties. Although critical realists are also indebted to Wittgenstein and Winch,
they tend to describe structure in terms of social positions. The nature of these
positions is independent of the people who occupy them. For instance, stu-
dents come and go, but the position of student remains more or less the same.
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CWOEEP a landlord might have different tenants through time, but the posi-
mos of tenant is unaffected by the changes. Each position remains unaltered
in that the rights and obligations, which accompany each, will be unaffected
U.% the change in personnel. Critical realists tend to pay particular attention to
.E@Hm:% related’ as opposed to ‘externally related’ relations. In the former,
positions are what they are because of the relationship between them, whereas
in the latter each entity is independent of the relationship with the other. An
example of an external relationship is the relationship between commuters:
they are what they are independent of their relationship. In contrast, a land-
lord is what they are by virtue of their relationship with a tenant, and vice
versa. The same applies to the relationship between teacher and student, parent
and child, master and slave, and so on. Critical realists point out that huge
amount of relationships are internal, and that they are of tremendous impor-
tance for social analysis. They are significant because they embody inequal-
ity m:a.noima differentials. Each position goes hand in hand with historically
given interests and resources. These interests and resources constitute an
‘objective reality’ that is bound to affect present and future strategies.**
There is a final difference with Giddens. He is sceptical of the usefulness
of evolutionary thinking in sociology. His point has always been that the dif-
ferences between the social and the natural world are so large that evolution-
ary models do not provide the same explanatory power in the social realm as
on do in the natural world.* The explanatory gains are minimal. Critical
realists have, on the whole, been far more sympathetic towards evolutionary
analogies. Influenced by Richard Dawkins’s interpretation of Darwin, Rom
Harré has been one of the first committed realists to draw attention to the fruit-
.?_somm of evolutionary forms of explanations and Bhaskar has been follow-
ing him in this regard.”® Both have been particularly interested in Dawkins’s
notion of the meme as a social equivalent to the gene. But it is especially in
o.oozth.Om that critical realists have taken on board the relevance of evolu-
tionary thinking. Geoff Hodgson’s Economics and Evolution has been crucial
in this respect, because he has drawn attention to the importance of complexity
theory and chaos theory for economics and the other social sciences, and he
has managed to summarize these new developments within a coherent frame
of reference.” In a similar vein Lawson’s Reorienting Economics introduces
a model in which both positive and negative feedback loops occupy a central

womEom. For Lawson, the transformational model of social action is perfectly
compatible with this viewpoint.”

Application: British politics

Critical a.ow:ma Um<a. been particularly prolific at a theoretical level, but they
have traditionally paid less attention to empirical research. Recently, however,
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some attempts have been made to demonstrate the usefulness of the new
creed for social research. One such example is Bob Carter’s Realism and
Racism, which studies issues concerning ethnicity and race from the per-
spective of critical theory, although the book is more a contribution to social
theory than an empirical study, questioning as it does the analytical useful-
ness of the concept of race.” In a similar vein, Carter and New’s Making
Realism Work is devoted particularly to demonstrating the implications of
critical realism for methodology and empirical research in the social sci-
ences.* More immediately linked to empirical research is Fleetwood and
Ackroyd’s edited collection Critical Realist Applications in Organisation
and Management Studies, which explores the relevance of realist social theory
and methodology in the domain of organizational theory and business
studies.”® Perhaps the most influential empirical research, from a critical
realist perspective, is Postwar British Politics in Perspective, written by
David Marsh and his colleagues at the University of Birmingham.* The sheer
impact of the book and the clarity of exposition make it worth discussing in
detail.

The authors argue that most work on post-war British politics has been
superficial, atheoretical and ahistorical. Embedded in positivist epistemology,
most of these writings remain at the surface level, dealing with various politi-
cal events and political actors. Authors dealing with British politics tend to
overemphasize the role of individuals, exemplified in the huge amount of lit-
erature on Margaret Thatcher’s personality and leadership style. This approach
provides useful empirical detail, but fails to lay down a sophisticated theo-
retical framework that would make sense of the multitude of recorded phe-
nomena. Most of these writings on post-war Britain focus on specific political
or social cases, but without putting them into a broader historical context. For
instance, by focusing on the period Thatcher was in office, numerous books
fail to account for the structural factors that contributed to her rise and success.
In short, the literature on post-war British politics presents a plethora of facts
but little theoretical work to account for them.”

In this context, Marsh et al. argue that a critical realist perspective is called
for. They take a strong anti-positivist stance, maintaining that a proper expla-
nation goes beyond the surface level of events and actions. They also plead
for an interdisciplinary approach, which recognizes that various mechanisms
can come into play, ranging from the economic to the cultural, some rein-
forcing each other, others cancelling each other out. The realist viewpoint also
pays particular attention to the interplay between structural factors and indi-
vidual agency. The relationship between structure and agency is portrayed as
dialectical. On the one hand, agents cannot help but face or rely on structures.
The structures are, to some extent, given and external. On the other hand, indi-
viduals also interpret and affect the structures. They can act strategically and
reproduce or change structures, but any change is always accompanied by
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some element of continuity. We have to be wary, therefore, of any simplistic
account of change in terms of neatly demarcated periods.®

This perspective is very well exemplified in the discussion of the succes-
sive Thatcher governments. The authors spell out the specific structural
context in which Thatcher rose to and maintained power. They take a histori-
cal perspective and avoid one-sided analyses. One such partial explanation
for the rise and popularity of Thatcher is the view that she presented a coher-
ent response to Britain’s economic crisis. The authors also reject the discon-
tinuity thesis: that is, the assumption that Thatcher knew from the very
beginning what Thatcherism was about, and that her first years in office were
radically different from what preceded them. Marsh et al. employ an evolu-
tionary viewpoint, emphasizing that Thatcherism was always changing and
evolving in response to various inputs. These inputs ranged from crises in
modern capitalism to New Right ideology. The authors explore how the par-
ticular economic and political situation in the UK and worldwide in the 1970s
and 1980s provided particular challenges to and constraints on the Thatcher
governments. From the late 1970s onwards, subsequent British governments
were faced with a weakening of US hegemony and a global crisis of the
Fordist modes of economic regulation. The responses of the governments
were limited by the declining economic and political role of Britain in the
world. Before Thatcher came to power, the Keynesian consensus was already
limited because of the ongoing attempts to take care of the financial market
of the City of London and to preserve the value of the pound. As such, Thatch-
erism did not constitute such a radical break with the past. Thatcher’s
responses — notably privatization, monetarism and management reform — were
initially inconsistent and random. Only during Thatcher’s third term and the
Major government did these solutions achieve more consistency and higher
levels of sophistication.*

In the post-Thatcher era, both the Conservative Party and Labour focused
a lot of energy on issues concerning party management, and image and style.
This can be explained by broader structural transformations, which go well
beyond Britain. With the collapse of Soviet-style communism, politics has
entered a new ‘post-ideological’ era: most mainstream parties are liberal dem-
ocratic and agree on key issues. ‘Centre-left and centre-right parties increas-
ingly embrace a similar neo-liberal agenda, rejecting the social democratic
orthodoxy of the earlier period. This post-ideological shift has two major con-
sequences. First, with very few political parties differing substantially, politi-
cal agents need to compete at the level of image and ‘governing competence’
rather than ideology. The focus of New Labour on image can be seen as an
active, strategic response to these new challenges and constraints. This mani-
fests itself in a more prominent role attached to ‘spin doctors’. Second, with
political parties having lost their traditional positions, there is an increasing
likelihood of dissent and splits within each party. This explains the extent to
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which Europe (and, in particular, the Maastricht Treaty) became such a divi-
sive issue within the Conservative Party during the 1990s.° .

However enticing their view on post-war British vo:.nof. it is H.Hoﬂ entirely
clear why Marsh et al. need the intricacies of critical realist .E:Ho.movcw. to
justify their work. To underpin this historical account, a theoretical discussion
of the relationship between structure and agency would have mcﬂmoma. Hvo
further commitment of Marsh et al. to the other aspects of the philosophical
programme of critical realism does not seem to add Eco.:. Moreover, any per-
suasive historical explanation manages to create the right balance @ogoo.s
agency and structure, focusing on the way in which central actors make deci-
sions in the face of structural constraints and selective pressures. Contrary to
what Marsh and his colleagues suggest, other historians, writing about the
same period, have done this as well and with considerable success. The
authors of Postwar British Politics in Perspective have a tendency to put up
straw men, suggesting grotesque stereotypes of other Emﬂo.ﬂom_ m.oooE:m. Very
few competent historical writings about this period of British history comply
with the crude positivism suggested by Marsh et al.

Evaluation

Critical realism tries to develop a normative model in that it presents guide-
lines about how social science ought to be conducted and how it should not
be done. It occasionally justifies itself on the basis that it constructs Hro,nﬂo
directives, and so the question whether it is successful in accomplishing this
mission becomes an important issue indeed. As already mentioned, the task
in hand is twofold: it is not simply to do with informing social researchers
about the right kind of procedures but also apropos warning them érﬁo not
to go. Realists are moderately convincing as far as the wonﬁo.a owﬂwmo.J\ is con-
cerned — the positive instructions, that is. They have clear E.mc\:o:osm as to
how researchers should proceed. Starting with observed maENwa facts, they
ought to use analogies and metaphors in order to develop Emcm&_w. hypothe-
ses about the mechanisms situated at the deeper levels of reality. These
hypotheses will eventually be tested empirically, and E@ more oxw._mbmﬂoa%
power these hypotheses have, the better for us. But realists are _om.m informa-
tive when it comes to lessons that contradict certain research practices or Em:
at least suggest something different from what rmm. been done EEon.o. <<E~
the exception of economics, most mainstream social Smmm.mmr oon%.:om with
the intricate procedures suggested by the realist agenda. .Q.Eo& realists often
point at the spectre of positivism, the extent to which social ﬂmo.maor has voos
impregnated with the remnants of logical positivism. H.wE this is not entirely
correct. It is simply not the case that contemporary social researchers are sat-
isfied with a mere recording of regularity conjunctions; they look for mecha-
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nisms that account for how the regularities are brought about. Critical realists
articulate that which most social researchers have been doing for a very
long time.%!

Another problem with the realist perspective is its reduced notion of knowl-
edge acquisition — its diminished sense of the multitude of types of knowl-
Q.“_mm available to the human investigator. Critical realists tend to regard the
aim of social science is to explain and depict the outer world as m__.,”,u,:_.w.m:w_vﬁ as
possible, and there is little attention to other reasons why people might feel
Eoﬂ?maa or inspired to investigate their social surroundings. They n_.w occa-
sionally mention self-emancipation and societal critique but it is unmistakable
that their philosophical and methodological investigations are geared, not
S,Wcmaw those aims, but towards explanatory power and faithful portrayal.
Critical realists adopt a limited view of what knowledge can be about partly
_uwnmm.mm they are caught within a ‘scientistic’ perspective, by which I mean a
view in which a particular model of the natural sciences looms large over any
E.S.mmamm:o: into the nature of knowledge acquisition. It is in this respect that
“.Eznm_ realism resembles the philosophical doctrines against which it reacts
in H.rmm. Hume’s empiricism, Hempel’s logical positivism and Popper’s falsifi-
cationism all share a scientistic bias too. It is of course true that, in contrast
with these philosophical positions, Bhaskar et al. suggest a different notion of
fzmﬂ science is about, or a distinct view of what scientific explanation means
in the natural sciences. But their overall outlook is not very different from say
Hume, Hempel or Popper in that they still operate with a notion of knowl-
edge acquisition set within the restricted contours of how some natural sci-
ences operate.

. Even if we were to accept this limited notion of knowledge acquisition, it
Is not entirely obvious whether the critical realist agenda would enable expla-
nation or depiction to be achieved at all. Given its own premises, it remains
unclear how the critical realist guidelines will enable the social researcher to
uncover the various mechanisms and powers that are not immediately acces-
sible to observation. One of these assumptions is that most systems are open
systems and that social systems are among them. This notion of open systems
wmm initially been used to criticize the regularity notion of causality, accord-
ing to which the regular conjunction between phenomena is both a necessary
and a sufficient condition for causality. Realists rightly point out that, once
we acknowledge the openness of most systems, the regularity notion breaks
down because there might be a lack of synchrony between the deep and the
Oumm_..«.macam_ realm. So we cannot rely on the observational realm to infer
mmé-:w@ generalizations of the kind that hard-core empiricists purported to
aga@._uoomcmo of the openness of systems and therefore the fact that various
EwormEmBm interfere with the observational level. But if this is the case, then
1t 1s equally problematic to expect social researchers to be able to gain access
to the deeper level in the way in which realists claim they can, for references
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to the empirical realm would be contaminated by the interferences of various
mechanisms or powers. Likewise, the critical realist reliance on demi-
regularities and stylized facts seems odd given their insistence on the lack of
synchrony between the observable and the deep. It is remarkable that critical
realists do not acknowledge the far-reaching consequences of their own
presuppositions. If they are right in claiming that most systems are open in
the way in which indeed social systems are, and if scientists operate accord-
ing to the principles of critical realism, then it follows that most scientific
explanations cannot be properly justified philosophically. This is, of course,
not necessarily a sufficient reason for dismissing their cognitive validity, but
it would imply a far more sceptical position than the one adopted by critical
realists.

Critical realists have a tendency to put up straw men so as to strengthen
their argument and hint at its revolutionary nature. They thereby simplify the
views of others and possibly stereotype them, placing diverse theoretical posi-
tions under the heading of one ideal-typical construction. One example of this
is the way in which Bhaskar opposes voluntarism and determinism or, in soci-
ological parlance, action-orientated and structure-orientated theories. For
Bhaskar, the former goes back to Max Weber’s individualist position, the latter
to Durkheim’s collectivist outlook, and both present an incomplete and ulti-
mately unsatisfactory picture. Therefore, the juxtaposition needs to be tran-
scended if we are to represent the social more comprehensively and accurately.
The problem with Bhaskar’s argument is that very few theories would lend
themselves to belonging to either of those extreme categories. Most theories
are more sophisticated than either type, recognizing and honouring the sheer
complexity and ambiguity of social life and the intersection between the social
and the individual. Surely, the theoretical perspectives of Georg Simmel, G.
H. Mead or Talcott Parsons cannot be reduced to either voluntarism or deter-
minism. Parsons’s point was precisely to integrate some of the fruitful insights
of Weber about purposive action with the sobering truths of more systemic
approaches, and he subsequently managed to do so by linking the pattern vari-
ables (which represent choice) to his functional analysis (which represents
systemic constraint). Furthermore, there is a lack of clarity in postulating that
there is a contradistinction between approaches that emphasize individual
agency and those that stress structure, because there are at least two ways in
which either agency or structure can be accentuated. We might be holding a
methodological position or making an ontological assertion, and one does not
necessitate the other. It is perfectly possible to believe in methodological indi-
vidualism while holding on to ontological collectivism, and vice versa.
Bhaskar’s tendency to conflate the two makes his argument considerably less
compelling.®”

Bhaskar’s attempt to transcend the opposition between voluntarism and
determinism reveals another unspoken presupposition that characterizes his
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thought and indeed that of most critical realists. The assumption is close to
what Dewey called the ‘spectator theory of knowledge’.%® Critical realists
implicitly adopt the spectator theory of knowledge in that they assume that
the aim of social research is to map the social world as accurately and com-
pletely as possible. While prediction is no longer considered a plausible aim
on account of the incurable openness of most systems, what is now at stake
in research is the mirroring of the outer world. This notion of the social
researcher as a would-be cartographer fuels the desire to go beyond both “one-
sided’ and ‘incomplete’ perspectives, to recognize that there is not just action
but also structure, and to realize that where there is society, there is also
agency. It also underscores the urge to point out that structures are not simply
constraining but also enabling, that they are not just an impediment for people
to do something, but also at times help them to accomplish things and exer-
cise agency. And it is the very same notion of cartography that underlies their
attempts to pay attention to insights from hermeneutics. Given the pre-
interpreted nature of social reality, the capturing of people’s meanings and
beliefs is regarded as a prerequisite for a reliable representation of what is
going on in the social realm, and it is precisely because positivist methods
purposefully ignore the meaningful dimension of social life that they will ulti-
mately fail to depict truthfully. But the spectator theory of knowledge is prob-
lematic on several levels. Firstly, while it makes perfect sense to see language
and knowledge as some of the sophisticated tools which the human species
employs so as to adjust itself to the external world, it would be far-fetched to
argue that people’s cognitive functions had been altered so much that they are
now able to mirror the world and represent it as it really is.* In chapters 5 to
7, it will be argued that it is more fruitful to conceive of knowledge acquisi-
tion as a way of coping with, rather than copying, the external world. So
knowledge ought to be seen as active rather than representational — an action
rather than a picture. Secondly, rather than seeing the interpretative method
as a stepping stone towards unravelling previously unacknowledged mecha-
nisms and gaining access to hitherto inaccessible levels of reality, it makes
more sense to treat interpretation and understanding in the way in which
Gadamer wrote about them. The Gadamerian view of understanding will be
explored in subsequent chapters, but it is worth mentioning here that one of
its implications is that culturally specific presuppositions are a sine qua non
to any act of interpretation, and that therefore it is misleading to defend the
interpretative method on the basis that it would facilitate the representation of
social things as they really are.

In what follows I will be developing this non-representational view of
knowledge further and, in doing so, will adopt a position that is very differ-
ent from, if not diametrically opposed to, the realist view of science. I will
draw on American pragmatism, a philosophical tradition that is in many
respects antithetical to realism. One of the central ideas of my proposal is that,
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in the light of recent philosophical and historical insights, the search for a
methodological strategy which supposedly unites the social and the natural
sciences becomes increasingly tenuous. Pragmatism heralds a new direction
in social research, in which knowledge is no longer conceived as mirroring
or depicting the outer world, but rather as intimately related to practical
achievements. Critical theorists have been particularly receptive to pragma-
tism; Jiirgen Habermas relied heavily on Peirce, Mead and other pragmatists.
Therefore, the next chapter deals with critical theory and pays attention to the
way in which it has incorporated pragmatism. This sets the stage for the
discussion of Rorty’s ideas in chapter 6 and for my outline of a pragmatist
philosophy of the social sciences in chapter 7.

Further reading

Among the predecessors of the realist movement are Mary Hesse and Rom Harré;
their interest in the role of models and analogies struck a chord with critical real-
ists. To get acquainted with Hesse’s ideas, | suggest her Forces and Fields and
Models and Analogies in Science. Harré’s An Introduction to the Logic of the Sci-
ences explored similar themes. Roy Bhaskar is one of the leading members of the
critical realist movement, and both his A Realist Theory of Science and The Pos-
sibility of Naturalism are regarded as foundational texts. The first of these pro-
poses the outline of a realist philosophy of science; the second presents a realist
view of the social sciences. Both books are a difficult read mainly because of
Bhaskar's elusive prose rather than the complexity of the arguments presented.
Those struggling with the texts might find solace in the fact that Bhaskar's most
recent books are even more impenetrable and that Andrew Collier’s Critical Realism
is a remarkably simple introduction to Bhaskar's thinking. An equally accessible,
though less systematic, exposition of realism can be found in Peter Manicas’s A
History and Philosophy of the Social Sciences. Lawson’s Economics and Reality
might be even more appropriate for those unacquainted with the critical realist lit-
erature. Large sections of the book deal with economics, but chapters 2, 3, 5 and
6 constitute an excellent introduction to critical realism. For those interested in a
more advanced introduction, Lawson’s Reorienting Economics follows on from the
previous book. For an introductory review of the relationship between realism, criti-
cal theory and hermeneutics, see Outhwaite’s New Philosophies of Social Science,
an outstanding overview, though | remain sceptical of the way in which Outhwaite
wants to merge Habermas's consensual theory of truth with a realist notion. For
a convincing articulation of the realist critique of the Humean notion of causality,
see Harré and Madden’s Causal Powers. Another contribution to the philosophy of
science that is close to critical realism is Nancy Cartwright's How the Laws of
Physics Lie. Realist views on social theory are expressed in Keat and Urry’s Social
Theory as Science, Bhaskar's The Possibility of Naturalism and Archer's Realist
Social Theory.



